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    To all those who work to change the world from within the system, and especially to Anita and Charles, whose dedication to their work is only matched by their hospitality: thank you.

      

    


An impulsive word can start a war.

A timely word can stop one.

A simple act of friendship can change the course of history.

Cliopher Mdang is the personal secretary of the Last Emperor of Astandalas, the Lord of Rising Stars, the Lord Magus of Zunidh, the Sun-on-Earth, the god.

He has spent more time with the Emperor of Astandalas than any other person.

He has never once touched his lord.

He has never called him by name.

He has never initiated a conversation.

One day Cliopher invites the Sun-on-Earth home to the proverbially remote Vangavaye-ve for a holiday. 

The mere invitation could have seen Cliopher executed for blasphemy.

The acceptance upends the world.

This is not quite what Cliopher expected when he first contemplated the prospect of retirement.
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Chapter One
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IT WAS AN INDICATION of Cliopher Mdang’s status in the eyes of his lord that he was given the use of a sky ship for personal business. 

Of course, Cliopher mused as he looked up from his reports to see the Vangavaye-ve suddenly there below him, that was being generous. He was from so very far away from Solaara that every other method of getting to Gorjo City was measured in months, not days. It had been many years since he could take six months off at a time.

The ship heeled as it began the spiralling descent. Out of his porthole window Cliopher saw familiar landmarks of the Outer Ring: the narrow Gates of the Sea permitting egress from the Bay of the Waters; the Five Sisters; all the sweep of reefs and islands and volcanic mounts, remnants of the prehistoric supervolcano that had formed the archipelago. 

He loved the view down, the bright turquoise of the shallow lagoons, the darker blues of the Bay of the Waters, the green jungle and white beaches. He permitted himself to watch for a few minutes, until the ship brought him round to the full glare of the sun, whereupon he resolutely turned back to the report he was writing about the state of affairs in Nijan, half an ocean away. 

He had almost finished when the shouts of the sailors changed in tone and urgency. The movement of the vessel shifted at the same time, righting itself and slowing appreciably. He had packed his luggage earlier, so all he had to do was mark his spot, layer the documents back into their case, set that into the shoulder bag of travelling clothes and presents, and clean and stow away his pens and ink into his writing kit. 

All this accomplished, he slung the bag over his shoulder, tucked his writing kit into its familiar spot in the crook of his arm, and gathered the four finished dispatch cases in his free hand. Because it was not one of his usual holidays he had felt obliged to keep up his work until the last minute.

He smiled to himself. He usually did keep working until the Vangavaye-ve came into sight. On this occasion his Radiancy’s unexpected gift of an extra holiday had come when he had just begun writing up a set of reports about his last brilliant mad start, as the various members of his office called his more unconventional ideas. He preferred to call them his carefully developed plans for the betterment of the world.

He straightened one of the dispatch cases, which was showing a desire to slip out of his hold, and cast one further glance around the cabin to ensure he had not forgotten anything, especially any stray report. Once, when he was much younger, he had imagined that success would involve a reduction in the quantity of reports. 

His faint smile widened into a grin, here where no one could see him so openly amused. He had learned better.

He’d also learned just what you could do with all those reports and how they were written and by whom and under what circumstances they were read. 

At a sudden falling series of whistles from outside the room, Cliopher straightened his expression to his habitual mildness, exited his cabin decorously, and made his way to the rope and wood bridge two of the sailors had just finished lashing into place.

“Thank you, Captain Diogen,” he said as he passed him.

“My pleasure, sir,” the captain replied, saluting. “We’ll pick you up two weeks from today. The third hour of the morning, that’ll be.”

“I shall be here,” Cliopher assured him, shifting the dispatch cases slightly. He took a deep breath, tasting the air, that familiar scent of flowers and greenery and moisture and home. “Safe travels.”

“Aye, you’re my most punctual passenger. Till then, Sayo Mdang.” 

The captain saluted again, fist to temple. Cliopher bowed slightly—did not drop all the dispatch cases—and stepped onto the bridge, resolutely not looking down. Heights did not particularly bother him but he did intensely dislike looking between his feet to see land several hundred feet below. 

On one occasion he had been forcibly escorted across the rope bridges of the Southern Grey Mountains, and he had never quite lost the memory of terror and helplessness. He had learned what he must do to cross the rope bridges between ship and Spire, however, and with his gaze trained on the wall before him he did not even need to catch his breath.

He stopped in the Light Minders’ office at the top of the Spire. Princess Oriana was in Jilkano visiting her relatives, so only two people were on duty there, one for incoming and one for outgoing messages. 

Cliopher’s cousin Tya was one of the Light Minders, but she wasn’t on duty this morning. “Some sort of family thing,” the outgoing message taker said. Cliopher vaguely recognized her as a contemporary of his nephew, a minor wizard of about twenty. She looked at his cases. “Didn’t you just get off the ship?”

“I did,” he replied, setting the dispatch cases down on the counter. “These need to go to Solaara, please.”

“I’ve always wanted to go on one of those ships,” the other Minder said, turning in his chair from the scrying mirror. His brother had been in Cliopher’s year at school, but he couldn’t quite remember the Minder’s name. “Oh, hello, Kip. No one said you were coming this month. Didn’t you already have your holiday this year? Ah, well. It’s not like the princess takes people for rides, and the only other ships that come in are on government business.”

“Which this is,” Cliopher said patiently, pushing the cases over. “The address is on the boxes—”

“We always send them to the same place anyway,” the outgoing Minder said. “Practically everything either comes from or goes to you, Kip. I swear you’re the very definition of the dedicated correspondent.”

Cliopher chuckled obediently at this gentle barb and spent another couple of minutes asking questions about the Minders’ families and connections to his own. The outgoing Minder finally promised to send his cases off to Solaara at the next turn of the Light, and Cliopher escaped the interrogation with a mild sense of relief.

The Light Minders’ office was a small room at the top of a tall tower, next to the equally small room for the sky ship officials, which was empty. If he’d been on duty—but he wasn’t, and it wasn’t exactly his business whether the princess wished to keep track of visitors by sky ship or not. 

There would not be many, in any case. The other princes rarely, if ever, made the long trek across the Wide Seas, which took days even by sky ship. As far as government business went, Cliopher came for his holidays once a year. Parcel deliveries to Princess Oriana would be more frequent, but that was it. Nothing much of world-affecting note ever happened in the Vangavaye-ve.

The upper portion of the tower was wrought iron painted white; the lower was stone, holding various magical devices and supplies for the princess’ sky ship. Cliopher went down the tight spiral slowly, feeling his age in the protests from his knees and thighs.

He had not been exercising enough—he had been too busy—and he hoped, guiltily, that he would not need to participate in whatever family event was going on. Events meant feasts, and feasts meant dancing. And dancing, alas, was not quite as much fun as it used to be. 

Cliopher dutifully admired the beauty of the provincial palace, halfway up the eastern slope of Mama Ituri’s Son. He derived more pleasure from looking at the university grounds below the palace gardens. He had many fond memories of university studies and friends.

Below the university were a few grand houses and parks at the shoreline, meeting the boardwalks and bridges from the outcropping on which the Spire was located. The royal and university marinas took up the space between the two islands and the floating houses of Gorjo City proper.

He could not pick out his family home near the Tahivoa lagoon from this angle, but the network of canals, private pools, and lagoons, housing and business complexes, rooftop gardens and brightly-coloured sailboats, was every step more familiar and more beloved.

By the time he reached the bottom of the Spire he no longer felt like Cliopher Mdang, personal secretary to the Lord of Rising Stars, Secretary in Chief of the Private Offices of the Lords of State, official head of the Imperial Bureaucratic Service, unofficial head of the world’s government, the Hands of the Emperor.

He was, instead, merely everyone’s Cousin Kip, the one who left.

***
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CLIOPHER WAS WEARING the basic black and burnt umber linen robes of the upper secretariat, since he was technically on duty until he got off the sky ship but had no desire to muss his finery to no purpose. He had put on a third layer that morning, for the ship’s cabin was cool. 

Despite the fact that it was still early enough that the sunlight hadn’t reached water level, by the time he got down the lower slope of Mama Ituri’s Son he was overheating. He stopped at a row of benches by the university marina to take off his over-robe.

After he packed it into his bag, he leaned against the balustrade behind the benches to watch the activity in the marina. 

Activity was not perhaps the right word; not even the pelicans were doing more than sitting on the mooring posts. The sunlight glittered on the water, a black cormorant flew low and swiftly across the open lagoon, the various craft bobbed gently. The university marina had a delightful assortment of vessels, ranging from small wooden dories to a half-finished replica of one of the ancient ocean-going ships, made out of balsa wood and banana leaves, in which his ancestors had crossed the Wide Seas.

He regarded the construction with mild interest, but was too far away to see what peculiarities of design might have gone into it. And it was not as if he knew what to look for, or at, not really. His own experience with a similar vessel had been one he’d made himself, and neither he nor his instructor had been particularly expert.

That had been long ago, long before the floating pines of Amboloyo had been discovered and turned into ships, and long, long before he’d warranted a ride in one. Just a few years after the Fall, in fact, when he had been determined to come home, whatever it took.

It had taken a solitary voyage across the Wide Seas in an eighteen-foot boat made by a clumsy, half-mad, uninitiated civil servant under the guidance of an old and crazy historian from the Isolates.

Cliopher watched the wavelets, the light breeze stirring his robes against his legs, remembering small moments of that journey. It was odd that it was the rope bridges that had left most indelible and undeniable impression on him. Perhaps it was because he was a Wide Sea Islander that the years-long voyage through typhoon and doldrum had faded so easily into the past, while that thirty-six-hour traverse of the Grey Mountains still prickled the back of his neck and visited his dreams. 

He had been most pleased, a year or so ago, to accompany his Radiancy to the opening of a new stone bridge across the Haren Gap. None of the men, middle-aged and respectable chiefs of their communities, now, had recognized in the Hands of the Emperor the young man they had chased like a rabid dog across the ropes. He had smiled pleasantly at them and wished them well of the modern world and refused the laughing invitation to cross the old bridge before it collapsed completely.

He turned away from the ship. No, he did not need to look more closely to remember that.

A small pleasure yacht a few slips away being readied for a sail. A middle-aged man with his back to him fussed with ropes and sails. It was nice to watch someone else at work. 

“Hoi!” the man on the yacht cried, half-turning. “Grab that rope?”

Cliopher hurried over to where he was indicating, catching the mooring hawser before it slipped off the dock. 

“Kip?”

Cliopher looked up to see his oldest friend. He smiled broadly. “Bertie!”

“Whatever are you doing here? For the second time this year! You didn’t write to say you were coming.”

“My lord gave me an extra holiday as a reward. It was rather last-minute. Where do you want this rope?”

Falbert Kindraa had ferociously bushy eyebrows, which he used to great effect when scowling, as he did indiscriminately on friends, family, students, or visitors to the university museum where he was Curator in Chief. Cliopher always contrasted them with the scowls of Prince Rufus of Amboloyo, which were half as effective and many times as mean.

“Bring it aboard. I’m heading off to fish for the day. Come with me?”

There were few things Cliopher could imagine enjoying more, just that moment, but he had a nagging sense that he should probably see his mother first. “My mama—and the Light Minders said that Cousin Tya was at some sort of family event—”

Bertie snorted explosively. “Are you not a grown man? Your mama isn’t expecting you, is she?”

“Unless she saw the sky ship—”

“Which was here and gone so quickly I assumed it was a parcel delivery for the princess. Come, Kip, don’t be absurd. Do you want to come?”

He still hesitated, knowing full well that his mother would expect him to see her first, no matter how attractive the thought of spending the day with Bertie was. 

Falbert knew this, too, for he shook his head at him. “The family event is the hundred-day feast for your cousin Hillen’s newest child. That’s why I’m going fishing and why you definitely should come with me. You oughtn’t countenance giving consequence to him.” 

“That’s true.”

“Not to mention your mama would undoubtedly prefer you come a day later and thus avoid any potential of you saying what you’re thinking to your aunt Hilda.”

“Oh, I think I could probably hold my tongue if I had to.”

His friend made a face, as if Cliopher had said something strange, but then he smiled, and Cliopher shrugged off his own momentary unease with the thought that a hundred-day feast required not only dancing but also traditional finery. He had always kept his efela in Solaara as a reminder of home, and he did not relish trying to squeeze into an old costume that showed no evidence of anything he’d ever done in his life. 

Bertie said, “But you’ve already been home this year, so you’ve done all the dutiful visits.”

“That’s also true,” said Cliopher, grinning, and he stepped aboard.

***
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“WHY DON’T YOU MAKE coffee while I get us on our way?” Bertie suggested, pointing him to a doorway at the stern. “You should be able to find everything right enough.”

Through the door was a short ship’s ladder leading into a bright and surprisingly spacious room. A minuscule galley faced a line of storage compartments with a bench running above them. A table was latched securely into place on the wall between two round portholes. A door at the far end suggested there was a privy and further rooms beyond. 

Falbert had written to him about this yacht, which he had bought on the occasion of a long sabbatical some years before. Cliopher had hoped he would come all the way to Solaara to visit him—Bertie had always claimed a dream to circumnavigate the world—but nothing had come of it. He had taken the boat on the month-long journey to the Isolates, however, and that meant it had to have space for stores and sleeping.

As Cliopher grew accustomed to the bobbing motion, he investigated cabinets, lowered the table, opened the ingeniously concealed cookstove. It was very similar to the one he had in his own apartments, the heat source an enchanted stone, though the aesthetics differed. He spent a moment figuring out the controls, which were the opposite of the ones on his but, he recalled after a few moments, the same as in his mother’s house. Then he started looking for percolator and coffee.

The apparent orderliness of the space was belied by the chaos within the latched cupboards. He had to pull out half the dry goods before he found the bag of coffee grounds, and all of the pots before he found the percolator. He set the water on—the system of cistern and hot and cold pipes, again, up-to-date, as he saw when he peeked into their cupboard to check. Bertie clearly had not stinted himself on outfitting his yacht. 

The boat was threading its way down the central canal, he saw as he glanced out the window to see the great buildings of the hotel district sliding past. He regarded his writing kit, which he’d set on the table, and then decided he was on holiday.

Bertie came in just as the coffee was ready and Cliopher, having finished organizing all the cupboards, was sitting to his report. Cliopher looked up when the shadow fell on him.

“Coffee’s ready.”

Bertie grunted and stumped over to the cupboard where the dishes were stowed. He took out a mug, closed the door, frowned, and opened the door again. Cliopher finished writing his sentence, shook the paper gently in the air to dry it, and watched as Bertie proceeded to open all the cabinets.

“Same old Kip,” he said at last, pouring his coffee. “We’re out of sight of Tahivoa, you can come on deck without fear of a stray cousin seeing you.”

Cliopher put all his papers and pens and ink away again and followed him back out. Bertie went to the tiller and unlashed it. “Fair winds and a fair day ahead,” he said as Cliopher found a spot against the railing to brace himself. “The unexpected pleasure of your company. Not to mention tidy cabinets.”

“You must keep things orderly at the museum?”

Bertie snorted. “I don’t bring my work home with me, unlike some people.”

Cliopher turned his face to the sun and the breeze. “It’s so lovely to be here. What have you been up to?”

Bertie harrumphed as he guided them carefully around two women sitting reading books under a shade umbrella in a small dory anchored to a marker buoy, fishing lines trailing unattended into the water. “The usual run of things. We’ve got a new exhibit opening up next month, so I’ve been busy getting everyone together. What about you? What were you writing up?”

“I just finished assessing the state of things in Nijan.”

“That won you a holiday?”

He chuckled. “No, my lord gave me the time off because I’ve spent the last six months persuading the provinces to set up stockpiles of supplies in case of natural disaster, and I finally got the Jilkano princes to do their part.”

“Good on you. Ghilly was involved with the stash here. That must have been five or six months ago, come to think of it. It amazes me that Princess Oriana was ahead of anyone.”

“Princess Oriana will sign what I put in front of her,” Cliopher said, hoping that was a big enough hint.

“She’ll go wherever the wind blows strongest. Hold on, Kip, we’re about to hit the cross-currents.” He made a minute adjustment to the tiller angle.

Cliopher dumped out the remainder of his coffee so he could wrap his arm around the railing. He reminded himself once again that no one within the Ring cared very much about anything that happened outside of it. 

The yacht leaped forward. He decided there was nothing else for it, and laughed.
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Chapter Two
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NO ONE IN THE PALACE of Stars would call Cliopher Mdang a jester. 

He was generally known (he hoped) to have a sense of humour, and his deputy Kiri roasted him with almost as little mercy as his family, but he did not deflect every incoming emotion with laughter. He took other people’s words at face value, and expected them to take his own the same way. Despite the amusement he personally took in discomfiting other people by doing so, it always disconcerted him to come home and find his every statement of fact taken as a kind of elaborate joke.

After they had passed the turbulent cross-currents in the middle of the Bay, the sailing was smooth and exhilarating. Cliopher hung on to his railing and enjoyed watching Bertie at work. He could have managed the boat, but he would not have the grace of long practice his friend displayed.

“Aren’t you hot in those dark robes?” Bertie demanded suddenly.

Cliopher was, but had been disregarding the sensation, as it was a frequent experience. “I suppose I am. Why?”

“Don’t you have anything to change into?”

“Not really. I have some things at my mother’s.”

“Don’t you spend any time outside? Get yourself to my cabin and find something to put on before you get heatstroke.”

Cliopher obeyed. It was nice to have someone order him around brusquely like that. He had good friends at the Palace, primarily the other chief members of his Radiancy’s household, but they did not generally treat each other with such easy familiarity. The Vangavaye-ve in party manners was significantly less formal than the most casual occasion at the Palace. 

He refrained from doing more than rehanging those of Bertie’s clothes that were jumbled into the wardrobe. After some searching he found a sarong in a bright floral print. Bertie was a bigger man than he, and the tunics were all too large. 

He touched the one efela necklace he always wore, the one he’d made when he was twelve, but then left it. There would be no questions as to its meaning, not here, and he did not need to fear it showed his vulnerabilities to his enemies. Given the Vangavaye-ve’s general disinterest in the wider world, the only people who paid any attention to him were members of his family and close friends, and they already had all the ammunition they needed. 

On his way out he found a wide-brimmed straw hat, which he put on.

“You may laugh,” he said when he returned to his spot at the railing.

He saw Bertie eye the necklace, then shrug and ignore it. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Solaara is much hotter than here, but I don’t spend a lot of time out in the heat of the day.” He shaded his eyes to see where they were, not recognizing any of the landmarks. “Where are we going?” 

“Off the east end of Lesuia. Toucan’s cousin Maya told me there’s a splendid fishing spot there.”

“Don’t the people on Lesuia mind you fishing in their waters?”

“They’re all radical communists and don’t believe in property rights.”

Cliopher could wish other communities—the Nijani, for instance—had anything like so coherent a political philosophy. At the moment they could not not agree on anything, not even to what extent they despised their duke. 

He had always thought that, unwritten and unformulated though it might be, there was an elegant and effective system of governance binding the Wide Seas Islanders together that went back far before the coming of the Empire and had very little to do with the superstructure of princess and bureaucracy that rested upon the traditional powers of elders and chiefs. In his younger and more idealistic days he had devised a new system of government for the Empire based on the Islander tradition.

He smiled at Bertie. “There are worse beliefs to hold.”

“Says the government man.” 

Cliopher snorted involuntarily. At least everybody the whole wide world around could agree on who to blame. 

“Hold the tiller for a moment while I reef the foresail. Keep her heading towards Linoroa.”

After some further shouted instructions Cliopher recalled which distantly visible peak was Linoroa. He enjoyed the sense of the sea running against the tiller, making the smooth wood thrum in his hands. The yacht moved with a steady, confident motion, correcting course as he shifted the tiller to compensate for Bertie’s work with the sails. Obviously Bertie had been intending to sail it by himself, but it was pleasing to feel he could be of service. 

He fell into a kind of reverie, the water glittering brilliantly, the wind fresh against his bare shoulders and back, hands steady on the tiller. There were all those metaphors about the ship of state. He was not the captain—that was his Radiancy—but, yes, he was sometimes the man standing watch at the tiller, holding the ship steady.

“South a skosh!”

Cliopher obeyed the shouted instruction and the more pungently expressed corrections that followed. That was all right, too, both in the literal instance and the in the wider metaphorical sense. That no one dared, or evidently even desired, to tarnish the official position of the Lord Emperor did not mean people did not have various and strongly-expressed opinions on the workings of the mundial government. Cliopher got to read those reports, too. It was felt they kept him humble.

Bertie did more things with various ropes and sails, then clomped back to him. “You look very happy.”

“So do you.”

Bertie looked at his yacht with great pleasure. “I love this boat, Kip. I could never live inland like you.”

“There’s a river in Solaara.”

“How often do you go sailing on it? Didn’t think so. What do you even do outside?”

“I go hiking in the Grey Mountains sometimes. There’s a park called the Liaau.”

“You’ve written about it.”

“I walk outside through the gardens in the morning and the evening.”

Bertie grunted. He took back the tiller and did some complicated manoeuvres with various ropes. The yacht heeled over, then straightened on another tack. In the distance ahead of them the low peaks of an island were starting to resolve into clarity. “About another hour and a half. Did you finish your report?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You keep looking back to the cabin.”

Cliopher massaged his hands. “It’s fine.”

Bertie scowled. “I won’t get any fun out of you till it’s finished. Go ahead. Make some more coffee.”

Cliopher emptied the old grounds into the small waste bucket and made a fresh pot. This was the way it always went: the cross-currents of old friendships and current lives, of competing priorities and serious work. To Bertie the report was something keeping Cliopher’s (no, Kip’s) attention from proper topics, and no doubt boring as hell. To Cliopher it was his duty, his responsibility, and something that would eventually change, however minutely, the lives of millions of people. 

He took the coffee out to Bertie, who was standing proud at his tiller, then returned indoors to take out his writing kit again.

Nijan was a large island offshore of the continent of Jilkano. It was nominally ruled by a duke, who was enormously unpopular with his people. Many of them had written to Cliopher to tell him this. 

They were not—at least those who took the time to write to the government were not, yet—disloyal to the mundial government; neither were they complete anarchists. They were instead trying to create a new form of government, trying out new methods, holding strikes and protests with abandon, splitting into factions, regrouping, breaking up order, restoring it, rebuilding. The Nijani police service, in particular, was central to both keeping order and destroying it.

Every six months or so Cliopher went to Nijan and walked around the capital and at least one of the outlying districts. He talked to people for a few days, trying to ensure he heard from as many layers of society as he could. He looked in on the small manufactories and the workshops, the warehouses and the marketplaces, the shipbuilders and the farmers. Zangoraville was the trade centre of the Wide Seas, bringing together the produce of all the Islands and the manufactured goods of Dair and Jilkano. What happened there would affect every other community and province chafing under the current systems of governance.

He did not blame them for chafing under the current systems. He had spent a lifetime slowly—so slowly—reforming them, but true change would require a complete restructuring of the hierarchy of power. That might happen in one small island duchy: it was almost impossible to imagine it happening across the whole wide world.

Cliopher hoped that his eventual successors would be able to build on the foundations he had created. He could see in his mind’s eye what a juster society could be: could see how close Nijan was to grasping it. 

He left the visions of a perfectly just society to the philosophers; in his experience they usually required assuming one could simply ignore some fundamental element of human nature. He had spent his lifetime working within an ancient, complex, and corrupt bureaucracy and court. He no longer believed one could legislate out of existence greed, or stupidity, or sheer perversity of will.

It reassured him that neither could one legislate out of existence love, or hope, or the desire for beauty.

He did have ideas for solving more practical problems. The stockpiles of emergency supplies were only one element in his goal to eliminate poverty. 

If he could accomplish that ...

Cliopher wrote his report, pen singing across the paper as he adjusted to the motion of the ship. He wrote about the current factions and his projections for their development over the next few months. He wrote about the new lighting system (invented by a local engineer who had decided that she was not the sort of person to get involved in the protests and politics, but that she could do her part to make the city a better place for all its inhabitants) and his proposal that the system should be examined by the College of Wizards and other engineers for suitability, and then instituted by the Ministry of the Common Weal in all the major centres of population. He wrote that the duke was likely to bring his suit to his Radiancy, and that so were the heads of the three major factions, and that the police service was walking a fine line between autocracy and independence.

He vaguely noticed the yacht’s motion changing, the angle of the table shifting under his hands. His conscious thought was how lovely it was to work with his oldest friend just on the other side of the door. In the Palace his rooms were at the end of a wing, with a good view of the city but far from his friends, who lived in close proximity to their lord. And outside the Palace was never the Vangavaye-ve, the wonder of the Nine Worlds, home.

When he arose he discovered that they had reached their destination. Bertie had set out the anchor and taken out his fishing lines. There were two seats amidships under a sun umbrella. One for Bertie—and one for him.

Cliopher watched his friend for a few minutes as he drew in a line and cast it out again. “Thank you.”

Bertie grunted. He gestured at the bait box beside him, the other line. “Remember how to use it?”

“Just about.”

Like steering the yacht, baiting the line came back to his hands after a short hesitation. Cliopher cast out the line, not as smoothly as Bertie, but well enough for someone out of practice. He settled back in his seat. “I should have brought out more coffee.”

“There’s beer for when we’ve caught our lunch.”

Cliopher glanced sidelong at him. “Isn’t it a little early?”

Bertie snorted. “Relax a little, Kip. You’re tight as a drum.”

“I am relaxed,” he protested, then realized Bertie was teasing. “What about you? Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

“I took today off. Anyhow, I’m on half time. Easing into retirement.”

There was a tentative tug on his line, but Cliopher missed hooking his fish. “Really?”

“Don’t sound so shocked! Surely you’ve been thinking about it?”

Cliopher cast out his line again, more smoothly this time. “I can’t say I have.” He frowned at the brilliant aquamarine water, the white sand, the green jungle behind it. Coral-crested cockatoos screamed at one another in the treetops. 

“We’re getting on, Kip. Faldo’s twenty-two this year. Parno’s nineteen. Your nephew’s twenty-one. It’s about time to stop while we can still enjoy life. Let them do the work for a change.”

Faldo and Parno were Bertie’s sons from his first marriage. Cliopher had never married, had no children, had none of that. He had—

He had a hundred projects that had made the world a better place.

“And it’s been longer in Solaara, hasn’t it?”

“I suppose so. It never seems like it.”

Bertie reeled in his line, examined the hook, put on a piece of baitfish. “Nearly a thousand years, people say.”

Cliopher did not like to think too much about the strange jumps in time that had happened in the early days after the Fall. He blinked against the bright water. “That was mostly right after the Fall. It just seems like the days are long and full. ... After my lord finished the Lights that seems to have been sorted, and it’s the same amount of time here as there. Before I think everyone wondered how I found the time to write to everyone, but the letters were farther apart for me.”

Bertie grunted. “All the more reason, then, for you to retire.”

He thought about the Vangavaye-ve, about those letters from his family and his friends that still asked him when he was coming home, albeit less overtly now than they had in the beginning. 

Thought of plunging deep into the world where he knew everyone and everyone knew him, where what he had done with his life was a hazy rumour from beyond the Ring. Thought of the pleasure it would give his mother, his sister, his aunts, his uncles, his cousins, his friends—himself. Thought of how satisfied they would be for him finally to take his place where he ought always to have been.

He thought of his lord, pacing in his study, bearing the weight of the world on his shoulders. Thought of how well they worked together, the enmeshing of respect and knowledge and good humour and experience. Thought of leaving his lord to the court. Thought of leaving his friends in Solaara—Conju and Ser Rhodin and Commander Omo—how none of them had families, had lost them in the Fall.

Thought of leaving his work undone. All those projects slowly, delicately, unobtrusively transforming the government according to his vision of what the world could be.

Thought of his lord, never failing to do his duty.

Thought of his lord, with no one to joke with him.

Thought of losing that—he could not call it friendship, could he? That implied a kind of equality, and there was no equality possible between the Sun-on-Earth and anyone else. 

But call it a relationship, that was permissible. 

He suppressed the wish that he dared call his Radiancy his friend.

He said, “I suppose I hadn’t thought about it.”

“And now you have, the answer is—no?”

“Certainly not this year.”

Bertie scowled at his line. “I suppose that is fair enough.”

The words were polite. Cliopher ached for the times when they had been able to speak their hearts to each other. It was not as if he did not know what had changed. Or who had been responsible. He had been planning to come home, once. But he had gone; and each time he might have stayed he had left. 

“What are your sons planning to do with themselves?” he asked, that seeming a safe enough topic.

“Faldo’s going for to apprentice with a glassblower. Parno—” Bertie sighed gustily. “I don’t know what to do with the boy. He wants to be a warrior—a warrior! He’ll end up one of those fancy men of the princess’ if we can’t get him to see reason.”

“He could try for the Imperial Guard,” Cliopher suggested.

Bertie lifted his fishing pole sharply and started to reel in the line. “Not everyone wants to leave their home behind to feed their ambition, Kip.”

Cliopher opened his mouth, but this was an old argument. He could persist—but to what end? He would not change Bertie’s mind, and it would spoil things. He smiled instead and changed the subject to the much safer one of neighbourhood gossip.

***
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THE GOSSIP WAS GOOD, the fishing was better, and the location splendid. Cliopher slowly let himself drift back towards the joking, laughing, enthusiastic Kip Bertie clearly wanted. No doubt the beer helped.

As the sun sank westward Cliopher said, “Aren’t we heading back tonight?”

Bertie beetled his brows at him. “Wind’s shifted. The currents will be better in the morning.”

He had once known how to read the wind and waves and stars as automatically as breathing. “I’ll take your word for it. What about supper?”

“We’ve got a dozen red snappers. Go wild.”

Cliopher was not a great cook by any stretch of the imagination—in fact, he took the majority of his meals in the Palace refectories unless dragged out into the city by Ser Rhodin or Conju, who were both much keener on the subject than him—but he could handle pan-frying fresh-caught fish, and had already found lemons and various greens and fruits in the galley cold box. He made a simple salad and brought it all up on deck, where Bertie was still lounging.

“I could get used to having you on board,” Bertie rumbled as he accepted his tray. “If you change your mind about retiring.”

“It’s not—” Cliopher stopped. “Bertie, it’s not that. If my lord ... I’m not sure that he would like me to leave his service.”

“Would he prevent you?”

Cliopher had never gone against the expressed desires, let alone commands, of his lord. He was not quite sure how to say that it would be somewhere in the region of blasphemy, treason, betrayal. 

“I would not like to make my lord unhappy,” he said at last.

“Never mind,” said Bertie. “Pass the salt, would you?”

***
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THE NEXT MORNING THE winds took them around the north cape of Lesuia island. As they rounded a large rocky outcropping, it became clear to Cliopher that Bertie had chosen this route on purpose, for the lagoon on the other side of the reefs from them was perhaps the most beautiful Cliopher had ever seen.

Making it even more perfect, there was a splendid little building on the beach, exquisitely designed and situated. 

“What is that?” Cliopher asked.

“The old duke of Ikiano’s summer house,” Bertie replied. “No one lives there now, though I hear the current owner rents it out.”

Cliopher looked at the building as long as he could see it. Thoughts were forming inchoately in his mind. He did not want to make his lord unhappy—that was the pure truth. But he did not like to see his lord unhappy, either, and here, far away from the pomp and splendour of the Palace, he could look back on his recent interactions with his Radiancy and wonder ... well, things that he could not say aloud.

Bertie thought him stretched tight as a drum, when Cliopher felt himself relaxing after the tense negotiations with the Jilkano princes, the taut atmosphere of Nijan. A day of enforced inactivity later, he was starting to feel truly relaxed, and he wondered what else Bertie—who could be insightful—was seeing in him.

He sifted through thoughts of his relationship with his Radiancy, but he kept circling back to the idea that his lord took no vacations, never fully relaxed from his duties. They were not always onerous, those duties, but they were ever-present. 

***
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JUST BEFORE HE LEFT for Nijan he had spent the bulk of the day, as usual, in his Radiancy’s study.

It was the middle of the long dry season of Eastern Dair, halfway between the high ceremonials of the Solstice and those of Accession Day. The court was in recess, and his Radiancy’s afternoons were preoccupied with an intricate work of magic intended to moderate the typhoons in the Wide Seas.

The first quarter of the lord’s new year was the period in which the bureaucratic examinations were held, and in the months beforehand most of the Upper Secretariat were engaged in shepherding their favourites through their studies. 

Cliopher had a very capable deputy who was ambitious enough to have reached the second rank, but not so ambitious she was not content to wait there. Kiri preferred the day-to-day work of compiling the reports that were passed up to him and his Radiancy to actually waiting upon his Radiancy.

His Radiancy was sober and even sombre, and if Cliopher saw a gleam in his eye on occasion, and perhaps was the recipient of a witticism or a smile, well, his Radiancy was a very quiet man as a rule, and kept most of his thoughts to himself. Kiri ran her department on laughter and high energy, and the serenity and splendour of the Imperial Apartments dampened both.

Cliopher had tried hard not to lose the pleasure that entering the Imperial Apartments (they well warranted the capitals) had awoken in him on his first nervous entry as the next candidate under consideration. It was not so much that the rooms were appointed with the finest furnishings that money could buy; you could go to one of the great museums and see that. No, the private chambers of the Last Emperor of Astandalas were furnished with the finest that anyone, anywhere, had ever created.

He had chosen one object at a time and learned all he could about it: where it came from, who had made it, when it had been presented to the Emperor, what might be the significance of runes or carvings or symbols or materials. 

Cliopher wondered sometimes whether his Radiancy saw the splendour, or if his life as the second heir and then Emperor had meant that he had always been surrounded by perfection, had never seen shoddy workmanship, perhaps did not even truly comprehend that there was such a thing.

That particular afternoon Cliopher finished the final drafts of the day’s work. He set them on his Radiancy’s desk, ready for signing, and then, seeing that there was a good quarter hour before his Radiancy would emerge from his private study, decided to tour the rooms. 

He went first, as always, to a vase made by the Voonran ceramicist Liän do Eza, in a technique that had taken her ten thousand pots to master, and then another ten thousand before she had one perfect one to present to her emperor. 

The result was a three-foot porcelain vase ranging from translucent cream through the richest iridescent peacock-blue, the colour of a Glorious Imperial bird-of-paradise. Its asymmetrical curve was so endlessly satisfying that seven poets and three composers had written their masterpieces in response to a glimpse of it when his Radiancy had permitted an exhibition of his familiar treasures.

Cliopher had set his chair so that when he looked up from his papers he could see that fall of colour, that curve, and in the privacy of his own chambers had tried his own halting response on the oboe. The Vangavaye-ve was the homeland of song, and his family were all musicians; he had the love, though not the talent.

A jewelled nightingale that sang on what had been, in old Astandalas, the longest night of the year, and spent the rest of the year golden and brilliant in its golden cage. That was a gift to a former emperor. The mechanical bird had legends woven around it. Cliopher touched the cage with one gentle finger; it made a soft chiming noise.

A table made from sandalwood, whose supports were so intricately carved they appeared of copper filigree. A portrait of his Radiancy on his first accession to the Imperial Throne. Artorin Damara had been just past thirty when he became Emperor. 

The painted face was idealized, benevolent, serene, handsome. His eyes were the traditional gold leaf used for representations of the Emperor, one of whose titles was the Lion-Eyed. They were descendants of the Sun, and tradition was that their eyes, even these many generations on, showed that inheritance of power, authority, and divinity. 

You could not tell from the portraits which among the Emperors had actually inherited the colour, if any of them had save the last. In the days of the Empire it had been taboo to look directly in the Emperor’s eyes. 

It was no longer taboo: magic no longer blinded the fool who dared, even though, if anything, the Emperor was far more revered now than in those days when the magic of five worlds had hedged him about with glory. 

Cliopher knew he was fortunate to have entered the Last Emperor’s personal service after the Fall, when some of those stricter taboos had been relaxed. He had met an old woman, once, who had been blinded in her childhood for her presumption in looking too fully upon her Emperor. Cliopher had not lasted a full hour before looking his in the eye.

He had stuttered his apologies and his Radiancy had returned to his usual imperturbable self, and Cliopher had gone home that night and written to his cousin Basil that he feared he might be disgraced or worse for his presumption. In the days of the Empire he would have been executed as well as blinded. But the next morning he had been told his Radiancy had chosen him as his new personal secretary.

Cliopher often wondered if that portrait of his youthful self ever bothered his Radiancy. He might be a great mage, and the strange magic since the Fall of Astandalas might have made time topsy-turvy for him as for everyone, and he might live the life of uttermost luxury, but he was no longer young. He walked straight and tall, and thanks to his moderate appetites his physique remained reasonably slim, but there were fine wrinkles at the corners of his eyes and an ineffable sense of sadness at time’s passage in his bearing. 

And people were beginning to wonder.

No one said anything; but they were.

Cliopher stopped at length before an embroidered map of the five worlds of the Empire at its broadest extent which hung on the wall along from his Radiancy’s private study. The backing was silk, the threads studded with gemstones for cities. Cliopher had never looked at it closely, and he grew quickly absorbed in trying to name the places depicted. 

When the door beside him opened suddenly, he jumped back and exclaimed aloud.

His Radiancy frowned at him. “Did you call me?”

Cliopher willed his heart to stop thundering. “I beg your pardon, my lord?”

“Did you call me just now?”

“No, my lord.”

His Radiancy frowned at the room, which was empty apart from them and the two honour guards standing motionless by the outer door, and closed his door firmly behind him. Cliopher thought irrepressibly that it was the only door he had ever seen his Radiancy open or shut himself. 

“No one else was here?”

“No, my lord.”

“And the guards didn’t speak?”

“No, my lord.”

“I could have sworn I heard someone call my name ...”

Cliopher did not voice the thought that he could not name a single person who would dare address his Radiancy by name, but his Radiancy clearly was thinking the same, and smiled wryly. “No, I suppose you did not. What are you looking at, Cliopher?”

“The map,” he said, gesturing guiltily at it. Not that there was anything to feel guilty about. “It is a superb piece of work.”

“Made by the Dezarno fishwives,” his Radiancy said, surprising him again. Cliopher briefly met his gaze; his Radiancy smiled and walked over to stand near him. Not too close: the prohibition against touching was the strongest of all.

That taboo had not been lifted after the Fall. Cliopher was no wizard and did not know why it had not broken with the rest of the magical bindings, but he had never been tempted to test it. There were too many stories about people who had in the past dared lay hands on the person of the Emperor without the proper rituals of purification.

His Radiancy passed his hand across the islands of Colhélhé until he could point to a small scattering of tiny pearls sewn into a greeny-gold thread. “There they are, the Dezarno Archipelago. The fishwives made the thread out of the beards of mussels and other shellfish. The pearls came from Uguliaan.”

He traced out a few sweeps of blue and grey thread, his finger black as a shadow, nail lacquered gold, until he touched on the tiny stitches around a cluster of four atolls made of soft pink pearls. “The gems from all over. The silk from Ulstin-le-Grand.”

Nothing in his voice suggested he knew the infamous story of the Red Company and the Customs House on Ulstin-le-Grand. Cliopher kept his smile to himself as his Radiancy touched other islands, murmuring of silver gulls and sea folk, places where they harvested the scent of rain and others where the nautilus had shells where each new chamber was rimmed with gold. A few snatches of poetry, and then his Radiancy’s hand rested on the Long Isle of Colhélhé, the edge of that world. There were no pearls or gemstones on its narrow length, though it must have stretched thousands of miles, a raised lip to the endless oceans.

“Are there no habitations on the Long Isle?” Cliopher asked.

His Radiancy touched a small archipelago, itself a lonely outpost far from either the Long Isle or the nearest other islands. “The Nelosi are the closest. Shepherds and knitters; the only ones who leave are musicians, and not many of them.” Then his hand strayed again to the Long Isle, to a point a bit north of the Nelosi, at the furthest curve. He tapped a point right on the edge, where a tiny diamond glittered when his finger moved the fabric. “There’s something here.”

“Indeed, my lord?”

“One of the anchors for the Empire’s magic. There were five.” He walked down the length of the map, touching other remote islands so that other tiny gems glittered. “Outside the Vale of Astandalas on Ysthar. Here in far northern Voonra. Out past the Outer Reaches of Alinor. Somewhere past the Isolates there was one.”

He paused, hand on the islet way down in the southern portion of the vast expanse of the Wide Seas, far even from the Vangavaye-ve. Looked down the length of his empire back at Cliopher standing near the opposite end. “I was exiled there. Before I became Emperor. That was where I lived.”

“It must have been a lonely isle,” he ventured, when his Radiancy said nothing more.

“I suppose it was,” his Radiancy said softly, his eyes far away.

“My lord ...” But Cliopher did not know what else he could say.

His Radiancy moved abruptly. “Come now, Cliopher. You have done very well indeed with the Jilkano princes.”

Cliopher ducked his head down, a little embarrassed by the praise. “It took me far longer than I had hoped, my lord.”

“Tchah. You succeeded. I think—yes—you have more than earned a holiday. Go see your family and celebrate making my underling princes bow to reason for once.”

“My lord—”

“Take three weeks,” his Radiancy said, smiling, and left to dress for evening court. 

Cliopher stared at the map. The Vangavaye-ve was so far from everywhere, two worlds away from Astandalas, on the other side of Zunidh from Solaara.

And yet his Radiancy had been exiled to a more lonely spot, an island full of magic and mystery, and lived there until one morning he woke to inherit an empire.

***
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AFTER HE AND BERTIE returned to Gorjo City, Cliopher spent the rest of his visit thoroughly engrossed in his family’s affairs. His nephew Gaudy asked him a few shy questions about life in the Service. Cliopher answered them patiently, trying not to be too eager, trying not to overwhelm his nephew with his enthusiasm. It was difficult. Cliopher so rarely was asked for details of his life’s work ... but his mother and his sister were watching and listening. 

He thought, again and again, of all those letters begging him to come home, and again and again he sighed inwardly and outwardly put on his polite court smile, and he answered the questions as disinterestedly as he could manage.

The troubling question of retirement ran like an undertow through all his conversations, all his thoughts, all his wanderings with sister and cousins and friends along the familiar canals and streets. Every time he thought about leaving his Radiancy’s service his mind turned inexorably to his Radiancy—to the man who was no longer young, whose face was serene and benevolent and hid—what?

He was ten or a dozen years older than Cliopher, and if Cliopher worked long hours because the work was important and challenging and he was relied upon—

—And because there was no one waiting for him in his chambers to complain that he was late. No one to ask him about his day. No one to notice if he was up at dawn and still working when the bells chimed midnight—

Cliopher had woken on Bertie’s boat, cradled by the gentle movement of the Bay of the Waters. For a moment he lay there trying to remember what he had to do that morning, unsure why he felt so unsure. Then he remembered that he was on holiday, that he was on Bertie’s yacht, that he was home.

He sat up and looked out the window. He was facing the land, away from the sunrise. The light caught the tops of Lesuia island, and he watched as the sunlight slid down to the beach, catching the dawn flights of bats back home and birds out on their journeys.

This could be yours, a voice said in his heart.

It could be. He knew his Radiancy would not prevent him from retiring if he asked. He knew that. He knew ...

In the quiet splash of the waves on the hull of the yacht, in the calls of birds to each other, in the soft whisper of the dawn wind, the image of his lord came before his mind’s eye. Standing there before that map of his fallen Empire, pointing out those utterly lonely outposts of magic, to one of which the Emperor had exiled his second heir, who had not been supposed to inherit.

But inherit he had. He had been brought to the Palace of Stars, placed upon the golden throne, crowned the Serene and Glorious One, the Sun-on-Earth, the Lord of Rising Stars, the Lord of Five Thousand Lands and Ten Thousand Titles.

No one to look on his face. No one to say his name. No one to touch him. No one to be his own, and no one else’s. No one for whom he could be himself. 

Cliopher had been ambitious as a young man; Bertie was not wrong there. He had dreamed of serving the Empire, dreamed that his fate was entwined with the Emperor of the Lion Eyes. He had forced the governor of the Province of the Wide Seas to send him the examination texts, to send him the examiner—and when he failed, to do it again the next year, and the next, and the next, until after five tries Cliopher had finally passed.

His family thought it ambition that kept him where he was. He got up, padded silently on bare feet past Bertie’s cabin, through the galley, up on deck. He looked to the east, closing his eyes against the sunrise, feeling tears starting with the brightness, the tugs of competing and opposing desires.

All this could be his. He could come home—

His lord would let him go. Conju and Ser Rhodin and Commander Omo would bid him farewell, and perhaps they would come visit once or twice, but after a lifetime of service together there would be a sense of ... difference. For none of them had families, and Cliopher did. None of them had homes to go to, and Cliopher did. And none of them would ever leave his Radiancy’s household, for why would they?

He made coffee eventually. Bertie was still asleep, so he took his cup onto the deck to sit in his borrowed sarong under the umbrella. He went through his writing kit for his diary of events, and created a calendar of all the things that would be done over the next year by himself and his Radiancy.

By some accident of bureaucratic cycles, almost nothing at all was happening over the six weeks of the Little Session. 

Despite its name, it was the gap between official court sessions. After the birthing pains of the annual budget, the monthly Helma Council took its annual recess then. Most years Cliopher used the period to conduct reviews of various portions of the Secretariat and to do in-depth research and development of new projects, while his Radiancy did major works of magic.

His Radiancy was nearly finished with his current project, an enormously complicated effort to moderate the vicious typhoons that had plagued the Wide Seas since the Fall.

Bertie came up on deck at this point of his meditations, just as Cliopher was examining a terrifying idea in his mind and shying away from articulating it even to himself. There were certain lines one did not cross, even in one’s thoughts, if one was—as Bertie had said—a government man. And Cliopher was. 

Oh, how he was.

Then they went past that glorious little summer palace, and the idea crystallized. The more he examined it—all the way back across the Bay of the Waters, through the next ten days of his visit home—the more he attacked it from every angle, the way he attacked any new idea—the more he examined it, the more precious and important it seemed.

He asked a few questions, scattering them among relatives and across days to ensure no one was likely to put them together. No one cared much, delighted as they were he was asking them anything at all about the gossip of the Ring. Usually he did not ask; did not need to, in point of fact, for observation and attention revealed more than the direct answers would have told him.

It was a lesson he had learned from his great-uncle as a boy, when he had spent a year learning the ways of the ancestors out on Loaloa of the Western Ring. Buru Tovo had pounded Listen first! questions later! into his head until Cliopher had finally managed to rein in his unruly tongue. It was not until he had started to take a position at court that he had realized just how useful a lesson that had been.

On his last day home, he divested himself of company. He went first to buy a strand of efela shells to mark his triumph with the stockpiles. (The situation in Nijan, he acknowledged wryly to himself, would take years before he could justify celebrating it with an efela necklace, if ever he could in his lifetime.) He could be proud of the stockpiles. No one would go hungry again in a disaster: not as they had after the Fall, when he had seen exactly what happened when a government collapsed. 

Outside the shop he looked at the strand of tortoiseshell cowries he had acquired. The deep brown shells were glossy, cool in his fingers, familiar and beloved as the buildings and people all around him. He ran his thumb over the underside, enjoying the curve of the opening, the texture of the ridges against his thumbnail. The spots were beige and pale gold, catching the sun.

He tucked the shells into his writing kit. There they would remain, a tangible piece of home, until he returned to the Palace and could put them away with the rest. He did not like displaying them, even in the privacy of his quarters; it made him feel too much like one of the officials who returned from far-flung outposts of the Empire and displayed artefacts from the natives. 

He was not accustomed to dithering so much once a decision had been made.

Finally he made his way to the lawyer who acted as agent for the summer palace on Lesuia. The Mdang family was enormous and well-known, and so although Cliopher—or rather Kip—himself was not, the lawyer had no difficulty about him signing a lease for the period of the Little Session.

His hand was trembling as he signed his name across the document.

Fortunately the lawyer did not actually know that he was in fact the head of the Service, and merely murmured something patronizing about using the scribal pens when one was unaccustomed to them.

Surely it was only petty treason.

​
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Chapter Three
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THE DAY AFTER HE RETURNED to the Palace, Kiri came to breakfast with Cliopher and give her reports of her time with his Radiancy. Nothing unusual had happened. She was glad to be returning to her proper position; she found it excruciatingly intimidating to be in the Presence. Her parents, she said in a burst of candour, were priests of the Imperial cult.

Cliopher readied himself to attend his Radiancy. On entering the Imperial Apartments he was struck anew by the Presence, as Kiri had put it. The Palace was a temple and his Radiancy was its god.

Cliopher bowed formally, head to the ground, when his Radiancy entered. 

“Did you have a good holiday?” his Radiancy asked, and belatedly gestured him to his usual seat. Cliopher obeyed. His Radiancy appeared inclined to pace while they spoke. According to the stricter of the etiquette books he ought to remain with his forehead to the ground, even in the Imperial Apartments. Especially in the Imperial Apartments. But his Radiancy always paced, and—

“Yes, my lord,” said Cliopher. “Thank you.”

His Radiancy paced up to the vase and across to the window, where he stood, looking out across the city. The windows had deep eaves, a necessity in equatorial Solaara but built in the days when the Emperor was considered of such sacred presence that neither Sun nor Moon were permitted to touch his skin directly. 

One of the first things his Radiancy had done on awakening after the Fall of Astandalas and discovering his Empire had been destroyed in a magical cataclysm had been to have a small terrace off the Apartments built so that in the cool mornings he might sit over his coffee in the open air. 

“Tell us about it,” said his Radiancy, and so Cliopher did. 

“It sounds lovely,” said his Radiancy, when Cliopher took care to describe the little summer house in detail, its beauty, its setting, its privacy. 

The words were polite, and his Radiancy’s expression was serene, but there was the barest note of something else in his voice, and although Cliopher would never have dared to ask aloud whether it was wistfulness or envy, it gave him the courage to say the words that changed things. 

For he had never, ever, ever initiated such a thing. No one had. His Radiancy was the mover, and they—all of them, all the people of Zunidh, perhaps even now all the people of the five worlds of the old Empire—were the moved.

“My lord,” he said, “I thought it a place of such unutterable beauty that I could not help but think immediately that it would please your lordship.”

“A compliment indeed.” 

Cliopher bowed. “My lord,” he said again, “I was informed that the palace was available to be leased as a private retreat.”

“Will you go there for your next holidays, then?”

Cliopher wished his Radiancy would not stand right before the window, where he was a silhouette. In the days of the Empire he had been literally radiant, had glowed with the magic of the Empire, but that was no longer the case and with his black skin when he stood in shadow his expression was even more inscrutable than normal. Cliopher swallowed. “No, my lord. I thought ... I had the very great presumption to think ... that perhaps your Radiancy might like to do so.”

There was a long pause. His Radiancy touched the tassel hanging from the long white curtains beside him. Cliopher waited, heart thundering with nerves. He should not have said Radiancy. That was the Emperor’s title, and it pleased his Radiancy not to be addressed by it, but rather by the slightly lesser Saavel, Lord of a world’s magic as he merely was now.

Finally his Radiancy said, his voice very neutral, “Did you?”

Cliopher stood up from his desk, came around to the centre of the room, and at the prescribed distance performed the formal obeisance. His Radiancy watched this departure from Cliopher’s usual practice in silence. Cliopher had never been very good at formal etiquette. His early near misses with the executioner were the stuff of legend in the Service. 

“I did, my lord. And moreover ...” 

Cliopher swallowed, but he did think his Radiancy looked tired, he did think he needed a vacation, he did think that beneath all the trappings of divinity there was a man, and so he went on: “Moreover, I considered your schedule and bethought myself that when you have finished the work on the typhoons it may be that you would enjoy a vacation—” 

He dared not say need, no one ever implied that his Radiancy might need something, officially he was the source of the world’s blessings—he finished in a rush: “And therefore, my lord, I took the very great liberty of hoping you would not be displeased, and rented the place for the period of the Little Session.” 

He set his forehead down to the cool marble floor and waited. 

His Radiancy said nothing for quite a long time. Cliopher felt the cold seeping into his bones, for he was not young, and he had spent his life working for his Radiancy and never once had he been so presumptuous. 

Never once, he thought, had he gone further than the accidental meeting of eyes or witticism. Any further intimacy—a meal, a game of chess or draughts, a conversation about art—was always initiated by his Radiancy. Always. Always.

Finally his Radiancy said, “You rented this place for me?”

Cliopher could not quite decipher his tone; but it was not the formal plural, and that—“I know it was exceedingly presumptuous of me, my lord.”

“Oh, get up. I wish to see your face.”

Cliopher stood up slowly, trying not to creak. His Radiancy came out from the window, frowning at him. Cliopher’s heart sank. 

“You saw this beautiful place, and you thought I would like it, and that I might enjoy a—a vacation after finishing up my present project, so you rented it for a month in my name, am I correct?”

Cliopher swallowed. But his Radiancy said I, not we. He held to that. “I did not presume so far, my lord. It is in my name.”

His Radiancy continued to frown silently for several moments longer. And then he said: “Thank you, Cliopher.” 

When Cliopher glanced up in surprise, for his Radiancy’s tone had changed utterly, he saw that his Radiancy was smiling and there was even, oh just perhaps, the suspicion of moisture in his Radiancy’s eyes, and Cliopher sank back to the ground in sheer relief and wonder and also a kind of pain, for he had seen that kind of surprised pleasure before in the faces of people receiving entirely unexpected but welcome gifts.

And it occurred to him, somewhat later, after they had settled into their usual work, that if he, who was the chief member of his Radiancy’s household, had never before dared offer a gift to his Radiancy beyond the tithes and service expected of him, then apart from his Radiancy’s sister, who barely wrote and even more rarely came to court, there was no one else to do so. 

***
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FOUR NIGHTS BEFORE the lease began, and three months since his Radiancy had last mentioned it, his Radiancy did not go to evening court. Instead he summoned Cliopher.

Cliopher had been playing his oboe, somewhat despondently. He was disappointed that his Radiancy had not once made any indication that he even remembered the conversation. He would, of course; his Radiancy had a prodigious memory. But he did not mention it, and so Cliopher had with regret let it go. He had almost written a time or two to cancel the reservation, but he had not been ordered to, and ... he hoped. 

His Radiancy was sitting in the comfortable little nook where they occasionally played at board games. Cliopher was a touch surprised that his Radiancy had not held court, but when he had left him that afternoon he had been focused intently on the typhoons.

Cliopher made his bows and, since his Radiancy made no other gesture, stood waiting.

His Radiancy drummed his fingers on the table.

His Radiancy had spent more than a lifetime on full public display: his face was unemotional as any of the state portraits. Drumming fingers was an unusual departure for him. There had been a time when that indication of displeasure would have chilled Cliopher’s soul.

Now ... he wondered.

Finally his Radiancy said, “We have finished the work on the typhoons.”

“Congratulations, my lord.”

“We did not require the relocation of the Tina’a.”

The final few stages of the magic working had seemed to require the relocation of a small Islander community from one of the archipelagoes southwest of Nijan. His Radiancy had asked Cliopher about it off-handedly, mind clearly on the wider implications of power and magic. Cliopher was no wizard and such subtleties were not for him. But he understood what one’s island meant to a Wide Sea Islander. 

He had perhaps been more passionate than usual. His Radiancy had stopped pacing, that day, staring at his secretary until Cliopher stumbled to an embarrassed halt in the middle of an explanation about the anchorage of the soul. His Radiancy had said nothing further, and Cliopher had resolutely turned to practical matters of where the Tina’a could go and what he could do to help them with such a transition so that they did not end up with a group of disaffected and despairing people who had once been a thriving community. 

“Thank you, my lord,” he said quietly.

His Radiancy smiled very faintly. “We shall go to this house of yours tomorrow.”

Cliopher bowed to hide his whirling thoughts. They had made no preparations—absolutely none. He straightened to find that faint gleam in his lord’s eyes, the one he had not seen often enough of late, the one so few—no one else?—even imagined might be there. 

“We being Conju, yourself, Ser Rhodin, and Commander Omo. Presumably they have kitchen staff.”

Cliopher bowed again. He didn’t trust himself to speak. His Radiancy looked as imperturbable as ever. 

Something Ser Rhodin had said, when he had mentioned his suggestion to his friends, made him say, “Perhaps a few other guards? It would be hard on Ser Rhodin and Commander Omo otherwise, my lord.”

The lion gaze met his, and Cliopher felt power thicken the air around him. He tried not to gasp. 

Finally his Radiancy nodded. “Very well. Six. Commander Omo will know whom we prefer.  You may go prepare.”

Cliopher dropped down to one knee as his Radiancy stood and went to the door to his private study. He waited there when his Radiancy paused, not looking at the two honour guards (no doubt as utterly agog as he), telling himself that surely everyone knew his Radiancy was not erratic and although it was very short notice it was the Little Session starting tomorrow, and then he did blink in surprise when his Radiancy added: “Tell no one where we are going.” 
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Chapter Four
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FIRST HE WENT TO THE outer antechamber of the Imperial Apartments, where four pages sat waiting. Cliopher sent two to find Ser Rhodin and Captain Omo, sent the third to find Kiri, who lived out of the Palace, and then he turned to the fourth, who was looking disappointed to be fourth, and bade her find replacements and then wait on his pleasure. The young woman’s eyes gleamed with interest as she streaked off. 

The guards standing on the inside of that door held their eyes straight ahead and their bodies in perfect attention, but Cliopher could sense their curiosity and eager interest. He said: “His Radiancy may summon others tonight. He has just finished a great work of magic and he may have orders.”

The guard on the left nodded very slightly. Cliopher opened the door and gave the same message to the guards who stood on that side. Then he returned to the lord’s study to consider his desk and what might be needed for a month’s travel. A month’s vacation, he corrected himself, and all of a sudden he sat down in his chair, staring at the splendid vase across from him.

“Are you unwell, Sayo Mdang?” one of the honour guards called from his post by the outer door of the study. His Radiancy was still in his private study, then; this particular pair of guards, or their fellows, were the ones who stood at the inner side of the door of any room his Radiancy was within, with the sole exception of the private study. There had been an Emperor long ago murdered in his toilet.

When Cliopher did not answer, panic washing over him, the guard strode across the room to touch Cliopher’s forehead with a cool hand. “Sayo Mdang, can you speak?”

“I am fine,” Cliopher gasped finally. The guard took three steps over to the tray of refreshments and passed him a glass of water. Cliopher took it and sipped gratefully. “Thank you.”

After a moment he looked at the glass, this time in more practical concern that he had broken one of the great taboos (no one used the same utensils as his Radiancy). The guard chuckled. “I have not stood guard these many years without knowing which is yours, Sayo Mdang.”

“It’s Pikabe, isn’t it?” Cliopher said, standing and brushing down his robes. Now that the initial burst of panic was over, he could not help but think of all the things that he needed to do—and it had occurred to him that Conju still didn’t know. 

“Yes, sir,” said the guard, saluting.

“You shouldn’t leave your post,” he scolded.

Pikabe chuckled again as he went back to his stance next to the door. “His Radiancy would not thank me to let you fall.”

Cliopher did not answer that, but he did wonder, suddenly, what the guards made of his interactions with his Radiancy. His Radiancy was certainly benevolent towards him, but how much further it went than that, he dared not imagine. That way lay ... well. But he was smiling as he crossed to Conju’s portion of the Imperial Apartments. 

Cliopher had been as far as his Radiancy’s morning room, where he took breakfast. From Conju’s conversations he had gathered a fair idea of what lay on the other side of the ivory-panelled door with its carvings of scenes from the Courtship of the Sun and Moon. 

Along with sundry rooms for clothes and servants and other necessities, there was, of course, the imperial bedchamber itself, a large room with an Alinorel-style curtained bed. It was apparently a huge room, since in the old days the Waking of the Sun Ceremony was performed right there as the Emperor awoke. 

The little closet with an outside door where the choir had sung the morning hymn was now closed off, that having been one of the first of the old rituals his Radiancy had dropped after the Fall. Conju had said that the Waking of the Sun had involved seven courtiers and four priest-wizards as well as the twelve-person choir and nine servants, so although Cliopher thought the idea of waking to music rather nice, he could quite see why his Radiancy might prefer otherwise.

The Imperial Bath was one of the rumoured wonders of the Nine Worlds. Conju said that it surpassed all imagination, which Cliopher, thinking of the splendour of his lord’s study or (yet more) the throne room of the Palace of Stars itself, had taken as a challenge. But he had never before had occasion even to knock. 

Conju’s first underling answered the ivory door. Lady Ylette was a petite Voonran who was responsible for his Radiancy’s clothing. That he was always impeccably turned out in perfectly fitting clothing was her doing, a feat (Conju said) all the more impressive given that she had never even come close to breaking the taboo against touching. She nodded at Cliopher. He bowed. “May I speak with Conju, please?”

She considered this request with raised eyebrows, then nodded and stood aside. Cliopher entered the private apartments with unexpected trepidation.

The private chambers were, if anything, more impressive than the lord’s study. At Lady Ylette’s gesture Cliopher walked through a waiting room for the Emperor’s attendants (as Lord of Zunidh his Radiancy had far fewer), down a short hallway filled with coloured light from painted-glass windows on either side, showing the sun in glory of Astandalas flanked by lions, and finally he came to the splendid antechamber and then the chamber itself.

The bed was everything Conju had said and more. Cliopher halted to stare at its magnificence. He had gone to Alinor a few times in Astandalan days, to visit his cousin Basil’s wife’s substantial country inn, so he had seen wooden-framed beds, but this was to even the grandest of those as the vase in the lord’s study was to the ewer of water Cliopher kept on his own side table. 

The frame was ebony and rosewood and ivory with gold accents. It was as finely carved as the sandalwood desk, the pillars meeting in a four-way pointed arch, with nested ivory globes set on its point. The bedclothes themselves were white with gold embroidery, as were the opaque privacy panels. 

The curtains were foamwork, the Vangavaye-ve’s most exquisite export.

One of Cliopher’s aunts was a foamwork master. He knew that each square inch of fabric took something like three months to make, and that was after the thread had been prepared by arcane and complicated methods. 

The bed was perhaps nine feet to a side. The foamwork curtains were gathered at the top and fell in glorious profusion on all four sides. 

It was one thing to know that the Last Emperor received the tithes of the best work in the Nine Worlds—even to be the person who read over the lists of those tithes—and another to see it represented so casually. He knew how much work went into an inch of foamwork. He did not know what fabrics went into the coverlet or what skill into the carved wood of the frame, but he could guess.

He thought of the pretty little summer house on Lesuia island, and his heart quailed.

Conju was not in the bedchamber, but a door stood ajar on the far side of the room. Cliopher genuflected self-consciously at his Radiancy’s bed, as if it were a holy altar, before he tapped on the door. There was still no answer, so he pushed it open.

This was Conju’s domain, he saw instantly: a comfortable room, set up for the waiting that his Radiancy’s groom of the chamber must spend much of his time doing, with all the domestic necessities to hand. Three clothes racks stood against one wall, with his Radiancy’s morning costume arranged on two and a simpler white robe that was presumably his night-dress on the third. A fourth stood empty, awaiting the discarded garments. The gold dressing wands sat gleaming and newly-polished in their rack, ready for the evening’s undressing. That had once been a ceremony every bit as solemn and as well-attended as the Waking of the Sun.

Another door stood open. Cliopher went to it, and halted openmouthed.

The Imperial Bath had been built for his Radiancy’s grandmother, the Empress Anyoë, called the Short-Lived; she had been Empress for seven years. She was considered the most absolutely extravagant of all the hundred emperors of Astandalas, and she had stinted nothing when it came to her private bath. 

Like most things in the Imperial Apartments it was primarily gold, white, and black, the colours of Astandalas. The Empress had liked peacocks, and so there were touches of those colours, in the form of emeralds and sapphires and glazed tiles of equal perfection to the carved jewels. Facing Cliopher was an enormous sun-in-glory flanked by lions and peacocks. A stream of water fell from the lions’ mouths into basins and thence into the pool. The water and the stone were tuned, so that a faint harmony thrummed in the air. 

The bath itself was the central glory of the room. It was huge, a dozen strides or more long and the same wide, with broad steps leading down into the beckoning waters. Cliopher guessed there was some enormously significant math behind its proportions, but he had never paid much attention to the geomancers and numerologists even back in the days when their arts held the five worlds of the Empire together.

After a stunned moment of appreciation Cliopher saw that Conju was walking around the perimeter of the bath sprinkling flowers on the water. Rose petals, Cliopher identified after a moment, when the fragrance started to waft upwards. Roses did not grow on Zunidh; he recalled the scent from Astandalas. That there were fresh rose petals to be sprinkled on his Radiancy’s bathwater was ... incredible.

He could not help recalling the lines in the budget devoted to his Radiancy’s household use. This was not a special occasion. This was ... normal.

That basket of petals cost as much as Cliopher’s monthly salary.

Conju came around and saw him standing in the doorway. After he finished strewing his blossoms, he walked up to his friend, smiling, “Your first sight of the bath, eh?”

Cliopher tore his gaze from the room with great difficulty. “I can see why it is said to be a wonder of the Nine Worlds.”

Conju looked around with an air of satisfaction. This was his domain, Cliopher saw, as much as the dressing room. He was the one privileged to assist his Radiancy with bathing and with dressing, the most intimate servant of the Presence. “Yes,” he said simply. Then he cocked his head at him. “To what do I owe this pleasure? It must be important. Come to the dressing room.”

Cliopher recollected himself as they returned to what seemed, in comparison, a very homely sort of room. He said, “His Radiancy summoned me this evening.”

“He did not go to evening court,” Conju agreed. “He said he continued to work on the typhoons.”

“He has finished.” 

“It is a very great work of magic.” 

It was years of solid work, Cliopher thought, along with all the other ordinary activities—the meetings and correspondence and court and magic and judgments and tithing-moots and all the rest—no wonder his Radiancy was looking a little tired. He swallowed.

“Yes. His Radiancy did me the honour of remembering my suggestion of a vacation.”

Conju set down his basket sharply. “He did?”

Cliopher met his glance soberly. “We are leaving tomorrow.”

***
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WHILE CONJU BEGAN PACKING for a trip assuredly unlike any they had ever taken before, Cliopher collected his writing kit and the last of the original pages (now joined by four new ones looking sleepily excited about this unusual activity) and made his way to the considerably less grand wing of the Palace where his own rooms were. On the way he thought about the logistics of the journey itself, and his Radiancy’s strange insistence that they not tell anyone where they were going. 

If they took the flagship of the sky fleet, everyone would know his Radiancy was on board: it sailed only for his Radiancy or a visiting seigneur of another world. They must take one of the lesser ships, in that case, and once that was decided it was obvious from his own voyages which it would be. 

Cliopher had met four of the sky captains, but trusted only one of them to keep his mouth shut about his Imperial guest. Moreover, Diogen was from the Wide Seas and as a wontok with Cliopher would do everything he could to assist. 

He sent the page to summon Diogen and send coffee and cakes, and with his mind racing entered his apartments to find Commander Omo and Ser Rhodin there and looking curious.

“It’s a bit late for coffee, surely?” Ser Rhodin said, as Cliopher poured for them all and blessed the page for having sent for the refreshments before seeking the captain. The Palace bells were chiming the third hour before midnight.

“We will be up all night,” Cliopher replied, sighing. “We are leaving for the Vangavaye-ve tomorrow.”

“We?” Commander Omo said, eyebrows rising.

“You two, me, Conju, six discreet guards to be chosen by Commander Omo, and ... his Radiancy.”

Ser Rhodin coughed into his cup. Commander Omo blinked. 

Ser Rhodin was the one to voice their thoughts: “You cannot possibly be serious. Has something gone amiss?”

“His Radiancy has finished his project on typhoons and has decided that he does after all wish to take a vacation. I rented a house, if you remember—” At their nods he continued. “His Radiancy has done us the honour of accepting. We are not to tell anyone where we are going.”

“Six guards. That’s it?”

“It was nearly just you and Commander Omo.”

“What about other staff?”

“His Radiancy presumes the rental house will have some.”

There was a short, stunned silence, and then Ser Rhodin said, “Well, this should certainly be interesting.”

They were still talking about the logistics when the page returned with Captain Diogen, who had, it appeared, been in the Palace barracks with his crew. He was on the inebriated side, but Commander Omo stared hard at him and pronounced him sober enough for their purposes.

Cliopher liked that Captain Diogen saluted Ludvic Omo, who was technically the highest-ranking military officer, there being no current Commander-General of the Imperial Armies (and indeed, no longer much in the way of an Imperial Army). The sky captain then turned to him. “I do hope that this hasty summons does not mean there is illness in your family, Sayo Mdang.”

“No,” he said slowly, “though if anyone asks perhaps that is the best thing to say. We need you to prepare your ship to sail for the Vangavaye-ve tomorrow.”

“That’s the Toromandel Light,” Diogen said. “We can sail at either the second hour after dawn or the fourth after noon.”

Cliopher frowned. Commander Omo shrugged. “Be prepared for the second, but it may be the fourth.”

“Very good.” Diogen paused. “May I ask how many passengers I should expect?”

“Eleven.” Cliopher paused in turn. “You should prepare the Sun Cabin.”

The Sun Cabin was put on every ship built for Imperial business, just in case it was necessary in some emergency for the Presence to board. Just as in every town hall and courtroom and university high table and public assembly there was a token throne. Diogen opened his mouth and then closed it again. “I beg your pardon?”

“Prepare the Sun Cabin, and rooms for ten others. Six guardsmen, Ser Rhodin and Commander Omo, myself and Lord Conju.”

Diogen was no fool, and he knew enough of the court to know that the four highest-ranking members of the Imperial household, including both of the chief officers of the Guards, would not travel together unless the Sun-on-Earth was going too. He swallowed. “I am to tell no one?”

“One of the principal members of the court is going to the Vangavaye-ve. The reasons why, the personage in question, and the exact destination are not to be discussed. You may tell your crew that I am visiting my relations again.”

Diogen bowed, slightly shakily. “I am honoured by your condescension.”

***
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CLIOPHER SENT A NOTE to Conju with the proposed sailing times and then packed his own belongings. Kiri eventually showed up, dressed nearly in court finery. 

“I was at Kilian’s wedding,” she said.

“I am sorry to draw you from such an important event,” Cliopher said, feeling a stab of regret he had done so. Kilian was the one of Kiri’s twin daughters who was not in the Offices of State.

Kiri shrugged. “The ceremony was long since finished. The party, not so much. Has something dreadful happened? I’m not quite sober, I can take it.”

He smiled a little stiffly. “You will be acting head of government for the Little Session. His Radiancy has decided to take a vacation and is taking me with him. Tomorrow.” 

Kiri poured herself a cup of cold coffee with shaking hands. “Tomorrow? Where are you going?”

“His Radiancy bade me to tell no one.”

“Including me?”

Cliopher shrugged apologetically. “He did not specifically mention your name, and I was in such a whirl I did not think to. I know where we are going. We will be able to communicate with you should it prove necessary, though it may take several days for messages to come through, even using the Lights, and we won’t be checking from our end unless there’s an emergency.”

Kiri digested this and then grinned. “You must be in a right tizzy, Sayo Mdang. But I am glad for his Radiancy’s sake.”

There it was again, Cliopher thought: the sense that something was not quite as it always had been with his Radiancy.

They spent several hours going through the matters that Cliopher had been planning to do during the Little Session. He knew he left them in the best of hands, but his mind was racing wildly as he tried to think what else needed to be done. To have the three chief ministers of the government all away incommunicado together for an indefinite length of time ... well, he thought phlegmatically somewhere around midnight, here was a chance to see how well his surreptitious preparations for potential disasters held up. He could wish he had gotten further in his efforts to decentralize the government, but that was one of the stages in his reforms that would have to wait for some future reformer less bound by the leftover traditions and power structures of the Empire. 

They were interrupted only by a page bearing a note from Conju stating that it was his Radiancy’s pleasure that they leave at the second hour. Cliopher sent word to Commander Omo and Captain Diogen, then sat watching Kiri in her finery read through papers. They finished three hours after midnight, and Cliopher sat down, exhausted, on his sleeping mat. 

He woke with a start an hour later. He scrambled stiffly to his feet, thinking that an Alinorel-style bed would be easier to clamber out of, and hastily did his ablutions and dressed in fresh clothing. His eye fell on the two neat bags he had packed, and then on the small shelf of books he kept for pleasure reading. He wondered abruptly if his Radiancy would think to bring any books with him. 

Next to the books he packed the oboe, though when he would practice and where he could not imagine. He was barely a good amateur; he could not play in his Radiancy’s hearing and offend that ear. But the Vangavaye-ve was the home of music, and if he went there without his oboe ... well, he did not like to think what his family would think that symbolized.

It did not occur to him until later that he immediately assumed they would find out.
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Chapter Five
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A REMARKABLY SMALL pile of baggage was in the process of being loaded when Cliopher arrived at the top of the Spire. Ser Rhodin and five other guards were already there, including Pikabe and his partner, Ato. They nodded at Cliopher as he looked over the ship.

The Eastern Wonder was her name. With a fine flaring keel made of one single trunk of an Amboloyan flying pine, the wooden sides curved up and outward to a gilded rail. The sails were white with golden stripes, indicating Imperial business but not that his Radiancy was on board. Captain Diogen used the same when taking Cliopher to the Vangavaye-ve. Unlike those voyages, the only sailor visible was the captain himself, who stood nervously next to the gangway. He brightened when he saw Cliopher. 

“I have my sailors below. Told them a ceremonial taboo. They won’t peek.”

“Good thinking,” Cliopher said, meaning it. The sun was barely over the horizon, the air still cool. He was glad he had thought to put on the heavier robe he wore in Amboloyo.

Diogen looked reassured. “It is precious hard, sir.”

“Look sharp,” Ser Rhodin said in a quiet voice, and all the guards present leapt to full attention. They were wearing their ordinary uniform, a white kilt and golden belt, not the full glory of leopard skins and ostrich plumes and precious stones and gold that they wore when attending his Radiancy, nor even the lesser panoply for when they were in attendance on lesser royalty. Cliopher wondered if Commander Omo had ordered them bring the panoply. Conju had sent Cliopher notes to insist he bring court finery, just in case.

Cliopher had packed his court costume and wondered if he should bring his Islander finery as well. In the end he did not, for it was not his holiday, and he went in his capacity as his Radiancy’s secretary, not as Kip Mdang. If there came an unexpected need for finery, it would be court wear that was called for. The Islander finery he had at the Palace was too old, anyway, and might not even fit; he had never worn it there. 

Commander Omo and another guardsman came processing behind Conju and a man in the hooded silvery-grey mantle of a priest-wizard. It took Cliopher a moment to realize it was his Radiancy under the hood, and marvelled at Conju’s presence of mind in suggesting the minor costume. Of course, his Radiancy was a priest-wizard; or rather was the high priest and lord magus. It was just that Cliopher could not remember ever seeing him wear a colour other than white, black, gold, or Imperial yellow. 

Cliopher walked over to join them, bowing deeply to one knee but not performing the formal full prostration. His Radiancy nodded an absent approval, his gaze on the ship’s captain. “Good morning, Cliopher,” he said in a quiet voice. “What is the captain’s name?” 

“Captain Diogen, my lord. The ship is the Eastern Wonder. The crew are below; they understand there is a ceremonial taboo at work.”

His Radiancy nodded again. His face was serene, his eyes thoughtful and distant. His voice was distant, too, when he spoke, in a lower tone. “So many ceremonies and taboos.” 

Cliopher and Conju looked at each other, and said nothing. His Radiancy nodded once, sharply, the gleam coming back into his eye, and proceeded to where Captain Diogen waited on bent knee. “Captain Diogen.”

Captain Diogen looked as if he wanted to throw himself down on his face, but heroically resisted. He did not lift his gaze past his Radiancy’s foot. “The ship awaits your lordship’s pleasure.”

“Then let us be off. Conju?”

“My lord.” Conju hastened ahead of his Radiancy to the Sun Cabin. Ludvic and Rhodin followed. Cliopher gave a hand to the captain, who thanked him gruffly. “Not many I kneel to. Stiff old joints. Now, as for the rest of you—I will show you your cabins. Sayo Mdang, I know you like to watch us take flight, but given the haste—”

Cliopher stifled a yawn. “Thank you, but all I really want is a bed.”

***
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HE WOKE MIDMORNING. The ship had passed over the Grey Mountains and was already halfway out across the Mgunai Plain towards the Wide Seas. His cabin was in the prow of the ship, with windows facing port. The prow lookout was above him in the carved point of the keel log, with the captain’s cabin across from his and the galley below. Behind them stretched the open deck, until the back poop under which were the Sun Cabin and the two lesser guest rooms flanking it. Port was given to Ludvic and Ser Rhodin, Conju had a bed tucked into a nook of the Sun Cabin, and the other guards shared starboard. 

Cliopher always gained his sea legs quickly and found the sky ships little different from water-borne vessels save that they were much smoother in motion. He walked down the mid-deck to the aft cabins, passing the hatches leading down as he went. Though there were sailors aloft in the sails and the high decks, the rear of the ship was eerily empty.

He entered the short hallway leading to the Sun Cabin and smiled at the two guards on duty, Elish and—and Zerafin, that was it. He’d seen the roster Ser Rhodin had drawn up. “Has his Radiancy awoken?” he asked softly. 

Elish saluted. “Lord Conju called for refreshments ten minutes ago.”

Cliopher nodded and tapped on the door. It opened after a few moments. “His Radiancy is on the balcony,” Conju said, gesturing for him to go through the cabin. 

Cliopher found his Radiancy with a cup of coffee and a spread of familiar gold-bound dispatch cases, none of which were open as his Radiancy was gazing out at the spectacular view before him. Conju (who disliked heights intensely) hovered in the doorway. Cliopher bowed.

“Sit down, Cliopher. Conju—” Conju did his best not to look terrified; his Radiancy smiled. “More coffee for Cliopher.”

“Very good, my lord.” Conju made his escape, leaving Cliopher to sit next to the Presence, who said nothing. There was a faint, relaxing sound, thrumming around them as the ship cleaved the still, limpid air and the continent unspooled below and behind them. After a long moment, Cliopher realized his Radiancy was humming.

Humming; and smiling, face upturned to the sunlight and eyes closed; humming and smiling and looking by far the most relaxed Cliopher had ever seen him.

A feeling of indescribable fondness welled up in him as he regarded his lord. It was only strengthened when his Radiancy said quietly, without opening his eyes, “Is Conju afraid of heights?”

Cliopher briefly considered prevaricating, but that seemed unfair. “Petrified, my lord.”

“I thought so,” his Radiancy said softly, and when Conju came out again with the tray of coffee and warm biscuits, dismissed him to his own amusements. And then they had breakfast, and talked about the world below them, and worked through the dispatch cases, just as if it were any other morning, and Cliopher hoped desperately that he had made the right decision. 

***
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THE PROVINCE OF THE Vangavaye-ve included the wide scattering of atolls and volcanic islands in the middle of the Wide Seas, as far away from anywhere else as it was possible to be on Zunidh. The Vangavaye-ve itself was the Outer Ring and all within its embrace. It was Gorjo City, however, floating on the waves below Mama Ituri’s peak, that was what everyone thought of as the wonder of the Nine Worlds. 

Mama Ituri was the live volcano and mother goddess of the Vangavaye-ve. She loomed over the city, stark and spectacular, her flanks clothed in jungle and her head wreathed with the fumes she occasionally emitted. She was considered the perfect exemplar of a mountain; there were paintings by intrepid artists in the Palace collection of her in all her moods. 

Or most of them. The last princess of the Vangavaye-ve but one had decided to spite Mama Ituri, ordering a platform to be built at the mountain’s summit so that she and her court could have a picnic there and watch an eruption, should there be one. 

There had been. 

Cliopher glanced at the long black scar cutting through the jungle, and remembered well when the news arrived. His Radiancy had said, first: “There has been an eruption in the Vangavaye-ve,” and second: “It did not hit the city,” and third, when he finished reading the report: “That serves them right.” 

He had sent Cliopher off to bring order to the province while the clerks of the court figured out who was next in line for the princess’ seat, without saying it but (Cliopher well knew) so that he could go and see with his own eyes that his family was safe.

There had been no need for him to go. The Vangavaye-ve was not Nijan or Amboloyo: its people were not restless, and tended to look on the princes who came and went as a necessary but not particularly important consequence of being part of the world. Without a prince they had continued to live in exactly the same fashion of self-governance as they had for all of their oral history. 

It was true that, as in the days of isolation after the Fall, they had not engaged in any ambitious building programmes; nor had they sent tithes anywhere. Their golden pearls, ahalo cloth, and foamwork had instead gone to adorn the most respected elders and artists, as had been the ancient custom. 

There had been no famine, no pestilence, no violence, no more crime than usual.

There had been no external need for him to go, but his Radiancy had sent him nonetheless.

It was things like that that made Cliopher stand nervously on the edge of the sky ship dock, waiting for his Radiancy to emerge. His nerves were jangling not only because of the sheer unconventionality of things, the difference between this visit and all earlier ones, all the ways in which they were breaking protocol and custom and coming perilously near to breaking some of the great taboos. 

If his Radiancy had been merely a god, this would not be happening. 

If his Radiancy were merely a god, Cliopher thought, staring out into the pre-dawn mist (for they had arrived late in the evening and stayed on board while he went to ascertain that the vessel would be ready to take them out to the little palace across the bay in the morning), he, Cliopher, would not be nervous. Gods were eternal, unchanging in their essence, understandable in their sheer otherness. Men, on the other hand, were tricky.

He wanted his Radiancy to enjoy this vacation.

He swallowed hard as he felt the gangway next to him vibrate, but it was Captain Diogen. 

“Sayo Mdang,” he said softly, glancing back up the rope bridge with a nervous roll to his eyes that Cliopher knew was due entirely to the person in the Sun Cabin, and all that he represented. “What are our instructions?”

“You are to await our coming. It may be some weeks.”

“Sir?” 

That was all the question he dared voice. Cliopher took pity on him, knowing that there would be questions, that his sailors were silent and fearful even if they did not know, exactly, who it was in the cabin that could not be looked upon. Many of them would guess. 

“We are here for a vacation,” Cliopher murmured. Captain Diogen stared at him in perplexity. “How long we stay depends on many things. We will certainly be returning for the resumption of court after the Little Session, but whether we stay a week or the whole period does not depend on me.”

“I understand. I will see to it that my sailors do not speculate.”

Cliopher did not ask him how he planned to ensure this, for the gangway started to vibrate again and both he and the captain turned to watch the little procession descend.

Ser Rhodin and Commander Omo came first, in their ordinary uniform but holding themselves with their customary pride. His Radiancy came next, dressed again in the silvery hooded mantle of the court priest-wizards, looking as if he had been formed out of the mist and darkness. Cliopher caught himself from staring when he realized that Captain Diogen was trying desperately hard not to prostrate himself. Every child of the Empire had had it ingrained in him to fall before the Presence.

Cliopher went down on one knee, rising again at the flick of his Radiancy’s hand. His Radiancy then turned to the captain, who had sunk down gratefully as soon as Cliopher had, but had not risen. “Captain Diogen,” his Radiancy said, his rich, deep voice soft. “That was a smooth flight. Well done to you and your men.”

“It was the greatest honour of my life,” the captain said, sounding entirely sincere. Cliopher could see the strain in the man’s shoulders as he pressed himself into his knee, the desire to prostrate himself warring with the orders. His Radiancy turned to Cliopher. “Lead on.”

Cliopher bowed and started down the familiar tight spiral in the unfamiliar grouping. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Conju give the captain what looked like a pouch of money, and was glad that small suggestion had been well received. The captain would probably have been perfectly happy to wait for four weeks for the honour of conveying his Radiancy back to Solaara, and certainly would have done his duty regardless of his sentiments, but extra money for him and his crew to spend in Gorjo City would never come in amiss.

Behind Conju Pikabe and Ato stood guard, while the other four guards carried the baggage. It did not seem enough to get his Radiancy through one day, let alone his Radiancy and ten others. Still, it wasn’t as if they were going to hold court.

By the Emperor, Cliopher thought, glancing at his Radiancy; what have we done?

***
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PRINCESS ORIANA WAS away again, so the only ship was theirs. They had come in so late, and were leaving so early in the morning, that there were few gawkers waiting to see who disembarked. They saw a man in court garb, walking with a grave expression, and they saw behind him half a dozen imperial guards clustered close around two men, and they carefully turned their eyes away. 

No one among those gathered at the bottom of the Spire prostrated himself, nor (astonishingly enough) were there any relations to hail Cliopher, so they were able to reach the docks unmolested. He had arranged for the boat to pick them up at the closest docks, those associated with the princess’ use, rather than the main city marina or even the university’s. 

It had been easier to persuade the princess’s servants of his need than the boat’s captain, who was one of the breed of independent and independent-minded sailors that plied the great Bay of the Waters. He had strenuously resisted coming into royal territory, until Cliopher had finally given him a third again the wages that should have been acceptable. Enough to keep his mouth shut, he devoutly hoped.

At the lower docks the captain stood waiting, his two assistants doing useful-looking tasks on board the small ship. It was a pleasure yacht, the finest Cliopher had been able to find that was not obviously on royal or imperial service, recommended to him by numerous friends on various occasions as being the best, fastest, nicest, and generally most impressive vessel of its kind. Even Bertie had had good things to say about it.

When he saw the boat his Radiancy checked his step slightly. Cliopher looked at him anxiously, but he was staring at it, and the captain, with the blank expression that meant he was thinking hard about something and did not wish to be questioned.

“Captain Achillon, my lord,” he said, when his Radiancy nodded at him. 

Captain Achillon bowed politely to the priest-wizard and nodded to Cliopher, looked askance at the eight imperial guards, and then said, “Welcome to the Aōtelēlana, my lords. Decker will show you where to put your luggage, if you will follow me?”

He led them to seats set in the prow of the ship and left them after another bow. It was deep enough, but somewhat hesitant, for Cliopher had been tired last night when he explained that every courtesy was to be extended to the priest-wizard. Why? the captain had growled, and Cliopher had said, Please, for the love of the Emperor, extend him every courtesy. All hail the Sun-on-Earth, Captain Achillon had replied with no discernible irony, and Cliopher had left it at that.

He had already had to deal with the officers at the sky ship dock (for once actually on duty), who had not been overly keen on his explanations and had wanted the passenger manifest he would not give them, and he was annoyed that it was only the fact that his cousin Cedric was a respected member of the department that had made them relent in the end. 

At least the Light Minders on duty had minded their own business.

His Radiancy regarded the seats, which were finely enough made that Cliopher would have been happy to have them in his own home, had he had one, but which were nevertheless (he sighed) many degrees of quality and comfort down from the Imperial Apartments. The rest of them waited on his command, as ever. Finally his Radiancy seated himself at the side of the boat, where he could look over the side, and gestured to them to choose their positions.

Just before Conju quite sank down his Radiancy said thoughtfully, “Perhaps you should find a bucket, Conju.”

Conju nearly gaped at him. “My lord?” 

His Radiancy looked out across the sweep of the Bay of Waters, at the gentle swells rocking the boat, and he smiled with a wry edge. “I have a strong tendency to seasickness.”

***
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A LONG FIVE HOURS AND forty-five minutes later, Cliopher heaved a great sigh of relief as they finally finished negotiating the breakers on the inner reef and crossed into the flat water of the lagoon. His Radiancy pushed himself upright, accepted the damp cloth Conju held out for him, and wiped his face while they carefully looked away. His Radiancy had not been jesting, though it was only when they crossed the central currents of the Bay that he had actually begun to be ill. Conju and Cliopher had alternated sitting in front of him with the bucket. 

When it had been Cliopher’s turn for a respite, he had gone to the middle of the yacht where the guards were sitting. Ser Rhodin and Commander Omo were playing cards; it was actually a very smooth crossing. They dealt Cliopher in and he sat playing with them for a few minutes, trying not to turn around to look at the miserable figure sitting hunched over the bucket.

“The captain said it is an extraordinarily good crossing,” Ser Rhodin said cautiously. “I would have thought I’d feel it myself, but ...” 

Cliopher looked out at the water, which was as close to perfectly still as he had ever seen. “I suspect the local magic is smoothing the way.”

“Not that it seems to be helping,” Ser Rhodin murmured, wincing as a stray gust brought an unpleasantly intelligible sound back to them. “I had no idea.”

“Neither did I,” Cliopher replied glumly. In the days of the Empire this would almost certainly have cost him his head. Not necessarily because of the Emperor himself, mind, but because all the mechanisms of power and glory would have required it. Cliopher had spent a lifetime picking apart those mechanisms of power. This was not exactly how he had thought to test his work.

“What does Ayotaylay—whatsit mean?”

Cliopher was glad for Ser Rhodin’s change of subject. “The name of the boat? Aōtelēlona means ‘The Dances of Those Who Tie the Sails’ in the old language. The captain must be related to the Nevans from Epalo. That’s the name of their dances.”

Ser Rhodin dealt him another hand. “What do you mean?”

“Each of the families has traditional dances and songs, from the old days when we travelled the Wide Seas. The public songs are in the Lays of the Wide Seas. There are private ones, too, songs only known to certain people in certain families. The dances are done for special occasions—weddings, funerals, the hundred-day feast after the birth of a child, the coming into adulthood, for some traditional cultural positions, too.”

He paused a moment, realizing he had instinctively crossed his feet to hide the tell-tale scars of his own learning. He cleared his throat. “It’s a bit odd to name a boat after the dance, but perhaps the captain is lonà. That is, the One Who Ties the Sails—the person who is responsible for the knowledge of the dance and the song. It is a rare and special thing, to be the repository of the traditional knowledge. You must keep it perfect, and find someone to pass it along to before you die, so the knowledge is not lost.” 

Ser Rhodin looked at him curiously. “Does your family have a dance?”

Cliopher was embarrassed at the question. He had a few pieces of Islander art in his rooms, and when he could make the time he practiced the dances for exercise, but otherwise only his colouring and the lingering traces of his accent marked him as an Islander.

It was not that he was ashamed of his family or his culture, but that they were so foreign to Palace life he guarded them preciously. He did not want to put them on display the way artefacts brought back by governors or other central-province visitors were displayed in the Imperial Museum of Comparative Anthropology down in the city. He kept them private. They were his.

But Ser Rhodin and Commander Omo were his friends. He said quietly, “The Mdang dances are called Aōtetētana, the Dances of Those Who Tend the Fire.”

He had a sudden vivid memory of his great-uncle teaching him the fire dance, when he was a young boy, before he had gone to Astandalas. He still had the burn scars on his feet to show where he had made mistakes learning the steps. He uncrossed his feet. He was wearing Solaaran-style sandals. Their straps hid those old scars, which would be meaningless to Ser Rhodin and Commander Omo in any case. In Solaara, as in Astandalas before it, the fire dances of the Wayfinders were only the barest legend, unconnected with present day Wide Sea Islanders.

After a moment Commander Omo said, “Thank you for giving us the name.”

When the captain at last anchored the boat and lowered the gangplank to the low wooden dock on Lesuia island, his Radiancy gripped the railing and made his way to the shore with a fair show of dignity. Conju and Commander Omo both hovered next to him in case he should fall, but they kept their hands to themselves.

He did not stumble.

Cliopher thanked Captain Achillon while the guards solemnly retrieved the luggage. The captain shrugged, watching as his Radiancy planted his feet firmly on the sand and took several deep breaths. Cliopher watched, too, as his Radiancy’s attention moved from what was surely a blessed relief to take in their surrounds. 

It was, he was embarrassingly grateful to see, as beautiful as he remembered.

Captain Achillon was talking, and Cliopher hastily returned his attention to him. “I beg your pardon?”

“When you want to go back, send a message with Balgo from the village and I’ll come fetch you. He goes to the city a couple of times a fortnight.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s not usually that calm on the Bay. Look you, the wind’s picking up again already.”

Cliopher sighed, though he also was fairly certain that the Bay would be equally as calm for the return journey, whenever it was and regardless of prevailing weather. “I know, captain.”

Satisfied, the captain saluted, cast one lingering look at the dark figure on the beach and his circle of guards, shook his head at some thought, and called up to his two men to raise the sails. Cliopher was certain they would have a much faster return across the Bay. Even as he watched the wind filled the jib sail. 

He straightened his back and told himself that his Radiancy was not the sort of man who would punish them for their ignorance of his tendency to seasickness. No matter how stern he looked.

Cliopher approached, bowed, and waited for his Radiancy’s response. There was nothing for a moment, and then his Radiancy said, in a tone so neutral Cliopher’s heart contracted, “Well?”

“This way, my lord,” said Cliopher, and away they went to the exquisite little house. 

His Radiancy cast a severe eye over the building, apparently dismissed comment, and strode inside. Conju had rushed ahead and was waiting outside the selected bedchamber. His Radiancy walked through the beautiful rooms without a word and at the doorway made an abrupt gesture of dismissal to the rest of them. Elish and Commander Omo went within, leaving Ser Rhodin and the other guards and Cliopher to take a deep breath and let it out again.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Six
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HIS RADIANCY, CONJU reported somewhat later, had bathed and lain down and did not wish to be disturbed nor to eat anything. Cliopher and Conju ate with Ser Rhodin, the guard rotation was drawn up and rooms allotted, and then Cliopher went to his own room and unpacked his three little bags and sat down on the sleeping platform thinking that he was next door to the Lord of Rising Stars, who was surely not at all pleased at having had five hours of seasickness as the beginning of his first vacation in—well, in Cliopher’s memory.

But his bed, as he found after a lazy afternoon on the verandah spent drafting a proposal for the next stage of what he hoped would eventually become the foundation of a universal income, was the most comfortable he had ever experienced, and he slept very well. He woke in the morning feeling greatly refreshed, and lay in the cool fine linen sheets with a blissful sense of peace. 

He had not paid much attention to the room the night before, save to see that it was larger than his bedchamber in the Palace. He found on waking that the sleeping platform was actually a bed was a soft mattress on a low frame, enveloped in bespelled mosquito netting draped around a graceful metalwork canopy. He moved aside the netting and looked at the space. 

The floors were made of smooth dark stone, cool and welcoming to his bare feet; the walls were whitewashed, with reflected light striping them from the deep-set windows on two sides of the room. A small wardrobe held the clothes he had brought with him; there was a low table pushed near one of the windows, with shelves next to it where he had placed his books and oboe case. 

Another low table held an ewer and basin, but as he had neglected to fill the ewer the night before it was empty. He looked at that for a few moments, laughing at himself for his surprise; though no high lord of the court he, too, was accustomed to the silent service of the Palace of Stars. 

He dressed in the clothing that he wore for formal family functions that did not require traditional costume. It was grander than his ordinary clothes, but nowhere near court finery, either: an under-robe of white cotton, with a sleeveless over-robe of good linen dyed blue, embroidered in silk with family patterns. 

Blue was not a colour he wore on official business. The uniform of the Imperial Secretariat was burnt umber, and as his Radiancy’s private secretary red and black.

The privy was in a small outbuilding, as was usual in the Outer Ring, set among flowering vines at the end of a stone-flagged path. The basins for washing one’s hands were made of stone, with bamboo pipes providing both a constant stream of cool water and a pleasantly noisy fountain. Towels hung off a trellis covered with jasmine; some little magic kept insects away from the cloth.

The bathing room was similarly set away from the main house, but on the opposite side of the building, with trellises providing privacy but also framing views of the lagoon. Towels had been left in a draughty place. He was very glad to find they smelled fresh and floral.

When he returned to the house he found Commander Omo standing alone in the main living space. The house was built as a long ell, with the bedrooms along one arm, the kitchen and serving rooms on the other, and a large open room where the two arms joined. A dining room on the serving wing side served as a vestibule between the two portions of the house. 

Low couches and tables were arranged around a brazier clearly intended for ambience rather than warmth. The inner corner faced the lagoon, opening on to a wide covered verandah; louvred glass doors along the whole front provided access. The materials were all beautiful and beautifully constructed, and if they were not of the quality of the Palace of Stars, they were nevertheless unexceptionable. 

And from every window either gardens or that spectacular vista: the white sand, the aquamarine lagoon, the white surf over the reef, the darker blue of the Bay of the Waters, and in the distance the peaks of Mama Ituri and her Son and the buildings of Gorjo City just visible as a pale smudge on the water.

Home.

Commander Omo was looking out at this view. He turned when Cliopher entered. “What a beautiful place.”

Cliopher walked up to stand beside him, looking across to the city, thinking that Commander Omo was a very quiet man, a soldier’s soldier, every inch a man of the sword and spear: and yet he smiled with simple pleasure in this beauty.

“I hope it pleases his Radiancy,” Cliopher said, touching the long gauzy curtains before him, and recalling vividly as he did so his Radiancy touching the tassel on the curtains in the Imperial Apartments.  

“It does,” said a familiar voice behind them, and both he and Commander Omo whirled to perform their standard greetings to his Radiancy: Commander Omo saluted, and Cliopher knelt.

“We shall not hold you to court standards,” his Radiancy said, the words somewhat at odds with the formal plural. He gestured them to their ease, and as Cliopher rose he added: “You have gone to some trouble for us to come incognito; let us continue.”

“Very good, my lord.” 

His Radiancy clapped his hands lightly. Cliopher tried not to jump. “Now,” said his Radiancy, “it is time for breakfast. Come join me, the both of you.”

Conju was hovering behind his Radiancy. He shook his head in amazement, which was nothing to the look his face briefly held when his Radiancy said, “You, too, Conju—and fetch Rhodin as well.”

Conju hastened off, working to make his face impassive, and Cliopher and Commander Omo trailed after his Radiancy to the room where the house servants had laid out a light meal on a low table surrounded by woven mats in the local variant of Eastern Ring style. There was a small fuss while Conju placed a cushion for his Radiancy in the place of honour, then the four of them took their seats, trying not to look at each other. 

It was curious what a difference context made, Cliopher thought. The four of them took meals together on occasion, but never had they all been seated in the Presence. Cliopher was not certain that either Ser Rhodin or Conju had ever been invited to eat with his Radiancy before. Commander Omo, the longest-serving member of his Radiancy’s household, was occasionally invited to breakfast, and Cliopher to lunch.

They waited expectantly for his Radiancy to salute the morning, which he did with an abbreviated prayer to the Sun and Moon. After his Radiancy accepted the golden eating sticks Conju presented to him, he gestured at them to take their own food. It took Cliopher a moment to realize that his Radiancy would not speak the second half of the prayer, which was to the living god, the Last Emperor, still the Sun of his people. 

The lack of that usual benediction was deeply disconcerting, and the meal continued entirely silent because his Radiancy did not initiate any conversation. Afterwards they all retired to the main room and hovered uncomfortably while his Radiancy decided what to do.

Pikabe and Ato, who were the honour guards on duty, placed themselves on either side of the door leading to the servants’ wing, from which position they could see the room and most of the forecourt and verandah. Ser Rhodin saluted and went to the guard’s quarters, Conju bowed and disappeared down the hall behind him, presumably to see to his Radiancy’s room, leaving Commander Omo, Cliopher, and his Radiancy.

His Radiancy’s expression was serene as ever, but his body betrayed some inner tension: he walked—no, prowled—around the room, looking at the furnishings and various pieces of art. Commander Omo planted himself beside the verandah doors, where he could keep an eye on both his lord and the view, and Cliopher stood waiting, neither acknowledged nor dismissed.

After a long few minutes his Radiancy stopped before him. “Have you no book to read, Cliopher?”

His tone was sharp. Cliopher bowed, keeping his face impassive. “I do, my lord. Would your lordship like me to fetch a selection?”

His Radiancy made a gesture Cliopher interpreted as a ‘yes’, so he bowed again and hastened to his room. There he hesitated uncomfortably at the small library he had brought before choosing the history of Ysthar since the Fall he had been reading, a book of Voonran poetry, and a new translation of an Old Shaian epic.

His Radiancy picked up the epic. “The Deeds of Olor.”

His voice held a strange note in it. Cliopher swallowed. “It is a new translation of an old poem, my lord.”

“Yes; it was my favourite when I was a boy.” His Radiancy turned the book in his hands. “I have not read it in many years.”

Cliopher made an encouraging noise, which he hoped a moment later his Radiancy would ignore (which he did, though with an alarming flicker of his eyebrows). His Radiancy looked around, but before he chose a seat Commander Omo said suddenly, “There is a swinging chair set upon the verandah, my lord.”

His Radiancy spun on one foot. The commander opened the door invitingly.

“Thank you, Ludvic,” his Radiancy said, and strode out. Commander Omo made a gesture at the two honour guards, who swept through the room in unison to take their positions on the other side of the door. The guard captain closed it behind them and came to stand next to Cliopher, who said, “That was an inspired idea.”

Commander Omo shrugged. “His Radiancy has often been pleased to sit in the open air.”

Which Cliopher had seen, but never quite articulated to himself.

He picked up the Ystharian history and sat down, and quickly became absorbed in its accounts of unbelievable inventions and even more unbelievable political experiments.

But he was not so absorbed that he did not notice when his Radiancy stood up and started pacing. 

He held himself ready to be summoned, but no sound came through the louvred windows, and neither Pikabe nor Ato opened the door to call him. 

Commander Omo saw him grow alert. “It has been just over an hour,” he said.

“What do you mean?”

Commander Omo looked at the dark figure pacing up and down the verandah, book closed and set aside. His face was impassive, though he kept his voice very quiet. “His Radiancy has never had longer than an hour to himself.”

***
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HIS RADIANCY PACED all that day, interrupted only by Conju bringing out refreshments. Each meal his Radiancy asked them to join him, and at each meal they said nothing. After the meals he read, each time again for an hour, before the book was closed and he stood and paced along the verandah. The guards changed out; he watched them perform the small rituals of transferal with serene face; and then he paced.

The second day was a repeat of the first, save only that at the midday meal his Radiancy asked Conju whether everything was to his satisfaction. Conju replied that the house, though of course nothing to the Palace, held staff of sufficient skill that he dared hope his Radiancy was not displeased.

“We are not,” his Radiancy said; but still he paced. 

***
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CONJU ADMITTED TO CLIOPHER the next morning that the household staff, though few in number, were indeed well-trained. Despite the fact that by birth he was the highest-ranking of them all (for his father had been a high lord of Ysthar in Imperial days), his position as chief attendant meant that the house servants looked first to him. He added, “They think our lord a man of great eccentricity.”

“How so?” asked Cliopher, watching his Radiancy pace, a dozen strides up, a dozen strides down.

“The number of guards. They cannot imagine why anyone would need so many, and think that perhaps he is a prisoner of great rank. I made certain they did not repeat that suggestion,” he added primly.

A dozen strides up; a dozen strides down. At one end the black figure silhouetted against the white sand and aqua sea; at the other against a stand of green and purple taro edging a small pond in the garden.

“He is not moving so quickly today,” Conju said, his voice tentative.

Cliopher wondered what that meant. That his Radiancy was physically tired? That whatever tension filled him was finally ebbing? That he was growing bored?

His Radiancy stopped and stood leaning on the railing, staring out to sea. They watched him for several minutes; he did not stir.

“I will take him coffee,” Cliopher said at last, “if you will make it, Conju?”

Conju brought biscuits with the coffee, as close to the Alinorel-style ginger cookies that were his Radiancy’s favourite as he had been able to persuade the house cook into producing. Cliopher set the tray next to the book on the table beside the tall swinging chair his Radiancy had once again abandoned. 

He waited until his Radiancy’s hand flicked an acknowledgement.

“My lord,” he said quietly, “I have brought you coffee.”

His Radiancy nodded. Cliopher poured a measure into his Radiancy’s porcelain cup (thinking as he did that that cup, brought from the Palace by Conju, was probably worth all the furniture and the house as well) and brought it over.

“My lord,” he said again.

His Radiancy accepted the cup, but rested the saucer on the railing while he stared out at the brilliant sea. Cliopher hesitated, knowing that if it had been Conju, or his cousins or friends, or Ser Rhodin, or even Commander Omo, he would have put a hand on the other’s shoulder and asked what was wrong.

It was taboo to touch his Radiancy, and he had never initiated a personal conversation (and very rarely was the recipient of one), so he stood there, trying to offer his sympathy without speech or insult. His Radiancy stared out to sea. After a while he said, “I used to know who I was beyond my duties.”

Cliopher was shocked, and found no words to say. His Radiancy smiled mirthlessly. “I suppose you didn’t know me then.”

Cliopher had no idea what to say to that. He tried a few words in his mind, rejecting all of them as nonsensical or insulting or simply stupid, but the silence ticked on and he knew he ought to say something, and so at last he said: “Is there nothing your Radiancy would like to do?”

He bit his lip. He should not have said your Radiancy. 

His Radiancy noticed the slip, of course, but apart from a slight compression of his lips his face did not change. He kept looking at the sea, at the waves breaking on the reef, the water still and brilliant in the lagoon. “I think I should like to go swimming,” he said finally.

Cliopher felt he was on safe grounds there. “Then, my lord, I shall tell Conju to bring your robes.”

***
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IT WAS NOT QUITE SO easy as that, of course. First Ser Rhodin and Commander Omo had to determine which among the guards could swim—only Ato, Oginu, and Zerafin, the rest of them all being from inland regions—and then Commander Omo had to decide whether it was necessary for them to be in the water with his Radiancy, or if it would be acceptable for them to remain on shore. After it was finally decided they might remain ashore, Conju, who had come out with the robes and towels he felt suitable, asked somewhat fearfully whether there was danger of sharks.

Cliopher was about to explain for the third time that the reefs prevented sharks, jellyfish, and barracudas alike from coming within the lagoon, when his Radiancy (who had been observing their preparations with some amusement) said abruptly: “We are the Lord of Zunidh. There are no natural predators that will threaten us.” 

The plural meant he was in no mood for banter. He turned to approach the water. Cliopher stood beside Conju, holding a small table for the dry garments. It occurred to him then to ask, “I suppose his Radiancy does know how to swim?”

Conju gave him a reproving glance. “His Radiancy swims each morning in the Imperial Bath.”

Cliopher had often wondered what his Radiancy did for exercise, and so was relieved to learn this. He was, however, surprised when his Radiancy reached the water’s line and simply discarded all his clothing before walking fully naked into the sea.

Conju smirked at him before going to retrieve the abandoned clothes. “His Radiancy has no privacy,” he said, and when Cliopher still stared at him in perplexity, gestured at Oginu and Zerafin standing watchfully at the edge of the water. “These are the guards of his household, and I am his Groom of the Chamber.” 

And Cliopher remembered that the guards stood within every room his Radiancy inhabited except for that private study in which he never spent more than an hour alone.

***
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HIS RADIANCY SWAM FOR half an hour, going farther out than Conju liked, but not so far that Cliopher felt any alarm. They sat on the sand watching, enjoying the warmth of the sun. His Radiancy swam with an elegant breaststroke, long even motions that kept his head above water. Cliopher wondered idly where he had become so practiced a swimmer.

After a while Commander Omo came to join them. He stood watching the swimmer, then squatted beside them. “What did his Radiancy say to you earlier, Cliopher, that you looked so perturbed?”

The plaintive statement had been echoing through his mind all morning. I used to know who I was beyond my duties. He thought of his Radiancy’s life, the careful schedules of rituals and ceremonies and duties, the work that began at dawn and lasted through the end of evening court. Sixteen hours a day, day in and day out, every activity and nearly every motion prescribed by tradition and strict custom.

Three days of pacing even to begin to undo that conditioning.

“Oh,” said Cliopher, not wanting to betray what seemed a great confidence, knowing also that they were the closest thing his Radiancy had to friends or family. 

And if it were himself?

He would want them to ask, he thought. If it were him. He would want them to know. 

He swallowed. “His Radiancy said ... that he felt he used to know who he was beyond his duties.”

They looked as shocked as he must have. 

Conju said, “But his Radiancy is the heart of Zunidh.”

“When I go home to my family,” Cliopher said slowly, “they do not scrape and bow and ask me for favours. They barely know I have a position in the Secretariat.”

Conju smiled. “When I first met your mother, she asked me what I did, and when I said I was the Groom of the Lord’s Chamber she asked me whether I ever saw his Radiancy. I was not offended because it was so lovely to be ...” he faltered. 

“To be treated as a person,” Commander Omo said, nodding. 

They turned as one to look at the swimmer, who appeared to be coming back towards shore. “But there are all the customary duties ...” Conju said.

“His Radiancy has expressed a desire to continue incognito,” Cliopher said hesitantly.

They exchanged glances. Then after a moment, Commander Omo said, “When has he ever given us reason to think he would punish us for impudence?”

“We have never been impudent,” Conju said sharply.

“Have you never seen his face when Cliopher makes a jest and he returns it?” Commander Omo said. “I have.”

And Cliopher remembered again that he had been offered his position after he had broken one of the great customs and met his Radiancy’s eyes.

Conju made a harrumphing noise and stood to shake out the robes and towels. He walked forward to meet his Radiancy, who was coming out of the water, looking (to Cliopher) like some story of Creation as the water streaming off his dark shoulders caught the light and the three men stood awaiting his coming.

“What is the worst that could happen?” Commander Omo said.

Cliopher raised his eyebrows at him. 

“Come now, Sayo Mdang, surely your years of loyal service warrant some optimism.”

His Radiancy swept up towards them, looking far happier than he had before that swim. “Come!” he said. “Surely it is nearly time for lunch.”

And this time when they were seated there silently after the benediction, Commander Omo (to Cliopher’s mild shame) turned to his Radiancy and said, “My lord, did you enjoy your swim?”

His Radiancy was lifting a morsel, and paused momentarily in evident surprise at being addressed. Then he smiled, and Cliopher felt burning tears at the expression, which briefly commingled pleasure and relief and wonder and amazement and wry humour before the habitual serenity replaced it. 

“Yes, I did,” his Radiancy said. “There were many fish and bright corals and things. Do you know what they are, Cliopher?”

“I would know some of them, my lord,” Cliopher said, and, when Commander Omo gave him a speaking glance, added, “In the western Vangavaye-ve the pearl divers make a kind of goggles with Iveline rubber so they can see better under water.”

“If one’s face is below, how does one breathe?” Commander Omo asked.

It had been too long since he last went snorkelling. “They use a bamboo pipe, fashioned so it bends and rises above one’s head. The reefs are full of many wonders, and often artists go to observe.”

“How marvellous,” Conju said manfully.

“This sounds delightful,” his Radiancy said. “Would it be possible to acquire such a mask?”

“They would sell them in Gorjo City,” Cliopher replied, a bit helplessly, but Ser Rhodin (who had been sitting in silent amazement at this near-natural conversation with his Radiancy) spoke up suddenly. “Perhaps there is something in storage here.”

“A capital idea,” his Radiancy said, and this time when they stood from the meal, he did not go to the verandah to either read his book or pace, but instead rubbed his hands and said to Conju, “Let us explore the rooms.”

Conju looked most astonished and as if he wanted to protest the irregularity, but he swallowed his protests and instead led the little party—for Cliopher was too curious not to follow, and the two guards trailed behind, of course—down the hall to where a few storage closets were set between and in the bedrooms. 

The first door they came to was his Radiancy’s. Conju, who appeared to have resigned himself to this whim, looked enquiringly at his Radiancy.

“There aren’t any closets or cupboards to look into,” he said. “Next door.”

The next door belonged to a small closet that held neat stacks of linens. His Radiancy contemplated these, nodded absently, and gestured at the door to Cliopher’s room. 

Cliopher was glad he had remembered to make up his bed that morning.

His Radiancy gestured at the shelf. “What instrument is that, Cliopher?”

“An oboe, my lord.”

“We shall have to have you play for us one night.”

“I am no great musician, my lord.”

“Not enough time to practice, I expect. Your tastes run to narrative poetry and history, I see.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Too many years of habit forestalled any easy continuation of the conversation when it had nothing to do with work. He felt a sharp pang of sympathy for his Radiancy. 

“Was there anything in the wardrobe?”

“Camphor, my lord.”

His Radiancy smiled appreciatively, examined the view out of each window, and chivvied Conju to the next door. 

They made their way around the three rooms taken by the guards, severely startling those off-duty with what was taken as an impromptu inspection (and to which they responded, stammering, that they were playing dice and backgammon, or snoozing or reading, as the mood took them; Pikabe, who had been the one snoozing, looked flamingly mortified to have been caught asleep by his Radiancy). They discovered a few closets and cupboards that yielded nothing more exciting than spare blankets, extra vases, miscellaneous household items, and a complete set of formal Central Astandalan-style tableware. Coming back towards the main room, his Radiancy abruptly stopped.

“What is it, my lord?” Conju asked anxiously.

His Radiancy held up his hand. His expression was one Cliopher had seen on other men’s faces, but it took a moment for him to recognize it on his Radiancy’s: a distant, thoughtful, probing look.

“I had a dream about this place. Long ago. Long before I became Emperor, in fact.”

He looked at each of them, with alert, wondering eyes, then tilted his head and looked at the hallway walls more intently. Cliopher thought he had never seen his Radiancy look so very alive as in that moment. 

“I have always been grateful not to be afflicted with prophetic dreams,” his Radiancy said, going to the inner wall and running his hands along its surface. The walls here were sheathed with stone panels, with a geometric carving every few feet. They watched him silently, not sure what to say. Conju looked as if he were fretting about dust or dirt sullying his Radiancy’s hands. (His Radiancy, Cliopher noted, did not himself seem at all concerned.) “But I think many have these moments where they walk into the memory of a dream.”

“I had thought that a trick of the mind,” Cliopher said, following the resolve to foster conversations.

“Quite likely,” his Radiancy agreed. “But there is certainly evidence enough that some do dream truly of future events. Often utterly banal ones, I grant, but still ...” He pressed one of the carved rosettes. Something clicked and he stood back as the panel turned smoothly on a pivot and revealed hidden shelves. His Radiancy smiled. “Sometimes they are more interesting.”

The bottom three shelves were empty; the middle held a small stack of what appeared to be notebooks. The next held a dusty harp with broken strings and a small cloth pouch, both of which his Radiancy took out, thereby smudging his outfit with all the dust that Conju had been at pains to avoid. He tilted his head back to look at the upper shelf, then looked at Cliopher, Conju, and the current guards, all of whom were his height or shorter. 

Cliopher would have gone to fetch a stool, or, more likely, asked Conju if he knew where one were to be found. His Radiancy turned and cried, “Varro!” 

There was a thump from the back room, followed by Varro at a dead run. His Radiancy ignored his consternation. “Varro, you’re the tallest. See if there is anything on the top shelf, would you?”

“My, my lord,” said the hapless Varro, saluting. He was a Plainsman from south of Solaara, with mahogany-brown skin and reddish hair that he teased out in a cloud, and like most of his countrymen was tall and lean and built for running. He was also the youngest and newest of the Imperial Guards seconded to his Radiancy’s private honour guard. Cliopher had only learned his name on the voyage. He suspected Varro had not imagined that his Radiancy knew it.

His efforts with the top shelf yielded a thick book. He scrubbed ineffectually at the dust on it before presenting it to his Radiancy, which was an irregularity that made Conju bite back a groan. His Radiancy smiled. “Thank you, Varro.” 

Varro saluted smartly. “Is there anything else I can do for you, my lord?”

“No, that will be all for now.”

Varro saluted again—he really was very tall, well over six and a half feet—and loped off back down the hallway, no doubt to regale the others with an account of his Radiancy’s strange new behaviour. 

His Radiancy brushed more dust off the cover with fastidious fingers. “Now, let us see ... A Further Volume of Pious Tales for Young Children ... It seems unlikely one would trouble to hide that in a secret cupboard ... Aha!” 

Cliopher’s curiosity got the better of him. “What is it, my lord?”

His Radiancy turned the opened book so he could see the interior title page.

It said, Aurora, or the Peacock; being a grand tale of romance, courtesy, and derring-do, by the one and only Fitzroy Angursell.

After a long moment his Radiancy grinned—actually grinned. “I wonder if it is still worthy of being banned?”
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Chapter Seven
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THESE TWO DISCOVERIES appeared to assuage his Radiancy’s interest in the house’s cupboards, for he made no motion to go seeking snorkelling equipment down the servants’ hall and instead bore off his prizes to the main room. Conju tried to take the harp away from him, murmuring something about it being broken and unclean.

“I am not entirely incapable of using my hands,” his Radiancy said sharply. “You may go fetch me some cloths.”

He did not relinquish Aurora, either, but there Cliopher could not blame him. 

And it was true, he thought, as he sat ostensibly reading his book but actually watching his Radiancy, that the distant serene reserve that usually cloaked any hint of personality was gone, and in its place was an alert, amused, interested expression. 

He looked, in short, like a man seized with an enthusiasm.

He was nearly unrecognizable.

When Conju returned with a basket of soft rags, his Radiancy said, “Thank you,” and sat down on the seat across from Cliopher. He set the book on the floor, then examined the harp with careful fingers. He wiped away the dust and grime, until the wood gleamed golden and the strings shone silver. He was not quick about it; to be sure Conju would have cleaned the harp in a third the time it took his Radiancy. But his Radiancy was smiling, and after a while Cliopher realized he was humming, and then that his Radiancy was happy.

When he had cleaned the instrument to his satisfaction he poured a slithering coil of extra strings from the little pouch. “Ah,” he murmured, touching something in the curved top piece.

“My lord?” Cliopher asked, unable to stop himself.

“It is not that there were no strings, but that some of the tuning pegs have snapped.”

“That sounds difficult to fix.”

“Not really, if one whittles.”

Cliopher swallowed against his first instinct to say, But the Sun-on-Earth does not hold edged blades. 

His Radiancy looked at him with a gleam in his eye and answered the unspoken thought. “Very true; but then, I do not need that skill.”

His thoughtful glance landed on Commander Omo, who was once again standing by the verandah door. Cliopher had not yet seen the guard captain with a book, or indeed sitting down; but then his job involved vast amounts of standing around, and perhaps he enjoyed thinking. Or observing. Cliopher was finding his own observations far more interesting than he had expected.

He was not expecting what his Radiancy said next. 

“Ludvic, you come from a family of woodcarvers. Could you whittle me some pegs, do you think?”

They all stared at the commander, whose face was very blank as he saluted his Radiancy. “If we can find a carving knife and some wood, of course, my lord.”

His Radiancy extracted one of the whole pegs from the harp before beckoning Commander Omo over. “What kind of wood would you use? Mahogany?”

“Ebony would probably be better, my lord, if we can get it.”

“I believe ebony is grown in the Vangavaye-ve,” his Radiancy said, glancing at Cliopher, who nodded uncertainly. “Hmm. Ah! Let us go ask the cook.”

And off he swept towards the servant wing.

“My lord,” Conju said as his Radiancy reached the closed door to the wing and looked at it as if he expected it to open for him. (As, indeed, most doors did.) 

“Well?”

Conju set his hand on the door. “They do not know who your lordship is.”

His Radiancy lifted his eyebrows. “All the better.”

“My lord, they will not know how to behave.”

Most likely he meant, Your Radiancy will not know how to behave. But that was not something any of them would ever say.

His Radiancy smiled serenely. “I will not hold their ignorance against them.”

Conju released his breath and bowed shortly before opening the door. “Very good, my lord.” 

His Radiancy swept through the door, followed by Cliopher, Commander Omo, Conju (with a pained expression), and trailing along behind them Ser Rhodin and Elish. 

The kitchen was, Cliopher was glad to see, scrupulously clean. The cook-housekeeper sat on a stool at the main table, stuffing dumplings, while her underlings did various tasks at oven and fire and sink and counter. They all stopped in amazement at the small crowd fanning out around his Radiancy.

His Radiancy was dressed in a white tunic with a simple grey mantle over it, and looked a great lord but not—quite—the greatest man in the nine worlds. The cook blinked several times and then rose slowly to her feet at this invasion of her kitchen. 

“Mistress Cook,” said his Radiancy before anyone else could break the silence, with a smile of such frank charm Cliopher blinked in disbelief. “We have not yet had the opportunity to compliment you on your fine cooking.”

The cook thawed visibly. “Your honour is too kind.”

“It is only truth,” his Radiancy said, and took a step forward so he was not quite so obviously framed by the guards. “What delicacy are you making for us this evening?”

“Ituran dumplings and my special sweet biscuits.” She cast an arch glance at Conju. “I hear your honour has a sweet tooth and a partiality for ginger.”

“Your ginger cookies were much appreciated.”

“You will like my special biscuits,” she said.

“How could we not?” His Radiancy smiled again at the room. “Your helpers are to be commended, as well. There are not so many of them to serve all of us.”

“You do bring a lot of guards with you,” she said.

“A hazard of the position,” his Radiancy replied lightly. “They’re mostly for appearances, you know. Speaking of which, we were admiring the reef when Sayo Mdang here mentioned that the pearl hunters of the western Vangavaye-ve use some sort of masks to see underwater ...”

“Snorkel masks,” she said, nodding, then frowned at him. “I hope you don’t swim over the edge of the reef, your honour. There are sharks out in the Bay, you know.”

“So we have been warned. Do you know anywhere we might acquire snorkel masks from? We should like to try the art.”

She pursed her lips. One of the underlings, a cheerful-looking young woman who was staring with unabashed admiration at Commander Omo, said, “The Delanis might have some, your honour. Jiano married a westerner, and she’s brought all sorts of things back with her.”

“Thank you,” his Radiancy said politely. “One more thing before we leave you to your work: do you know where we might find a small piece of ebony and a carving knife? There is a harp with broken pegs to be fixed.”

“Eldoshi is the village carver,” the underling replied. “He would have some for certain.”

“He’s a hard man,” the cook added. “Anyone else would let you have scraps and borrow a knife, but he don’t like strangers and he don’t like lords and he don’t much like helping nobody.”

“Valuable information,” his Radiancy said. “Ah—how far is the village?”

The helpful underling replied. “It’s about half an hour’s walk. Go south along the beach to the rocks, then take the path that starts at the red bougainvillea. You can’t miss it, sir.”

“Thank you,” he said, and they all obediently melted out of the way so that his Radiancy could stride down the hall to the main room.

When he got there, he stopped and looked them over critically. Commander Omo said, “Would you like me to go to the village, my lord?”

“That’s probably a good idea, as you will know best what kind of wood to choose. Conju, what sort of walking sandals did you bring for me?”

There was a brief, ringing silence, before Conju managed to control his initial splutters and say, “The jet and leather ones would be most appropriate, my lord ... if your lordship intends to go himself?”

“Yes, I think so,” his Radiancy replied, with a glint in his eye of deep humour at their consternation. 

Cliopher cleared his throat. “Shall we come as well?”

“As you like,” his Radiancy replied carelessly. “Any who wishes may join us.”

***
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IT WAS QUITE POSSIBLE, Cliopher reflected as they left the beach for the path into the jungle, that his Radiancy had never once in his life before walked for half an hour out-of-doors in a straight line. Certainly it took longer to proceed from the Imperial Apartments to the Throne Room of the Palace of Stars, but that was not at all the same sort of experience as the walk down a white sand beach under the afternoon sun, the turn into the sudden humid dimness of tropical jungle. 

When they entered the jungle his Radiancy stopped and took a deep breath, tilting his head back to look up at the liana-clad trees rising above them. A bird flitted across, calling a warning at their presence; the noise of various insects blended into a shrill buzz; and all was layer upon layer of green. It was moist, cool after the beach, richly scented. 

They stood waiting, the honour guards (changed over to Varro and Zerafin) looking into the undergrowth, Commander Omo and Cliopher watching his Radiancy, his Radiancy standing quite perfectly still as he absorbed the feeling of the jungle. Neither Conju nor Ser Rhodin had decided to join them.

When his Radiancy dropped his head Cliopher saw the brightness of unshed tears. But his Radiancy started walking, and Cliopher did not dare venture so far into pretence of equality. They trailed along behind him until they came around a corner and came across a red parrot pecking at something in the path.

“What kind of bird is that?” his Radiancy asked, looking at Cliopher.

“It is a parrot, my lord.”

His Radiancy gave him a somewhat withering glance. “Yes; what kind of parrot?”

“A red one—I mean,” he added hastily, “it is called a red parrot, my lord. On account of it being red. As you see.”

“Yes. Do you know the name of that tree?” His Radiancy pointed at a narrow-trunked specimen draped in rattan vines.

“I am sorry, my lord, I do not.”

“You’re from the Vangavaye-ve,” his Radiancy said, not quite accusingly.

“My family live in the city,” he replied apologetically, wishing he had ever paid more attention to the names. 

(Their various uses were coming back, but his Buru Tovo had told him the names in the Islander tongue, and Cliopher had never quite learned the Shaian. ‘We are not Poyë,’ his great-uncle had said. ‘We are Mdang. We hold the fire, not the seeds. Now, go on and catch something for supper.’)

He said lamely, “I haven’t been much in the jungle since I was a young man.”

His Radiancy looked at Commander Omo, who shrugged as if to say that the trees of wherever he was from were quite different, and then at the two guards, who had turned their attention to this conversation. To Cliopher’s surprise, Zerafin cleared his throat and said, with bashful pride, “I know some of them, my lord.”

“Do you?” said his Radiancy. “Are you not from Jilkano?”

Zerafin fumbled a nervous salute. “I am, my lord, but my mother’s people are from the Isolates, if you please.”

“I should imagine they are from there irrespective of whether it gives me pleasure or not,” was the wry rejoinder, to which poor Zerafin could only nod helplessly. Then his Radiancy said, “Very well: walk with me, and tell me which ones you know.”

Cliopher could see Zerafin’s Adam’s apple bobbing as he obeyed this command. “That one is a Domungli plum, my lord. With a rattan vine climbing up it.”

“Rattan?”

“It is much used for furniture, my lord.”

“Ah, yes, it is the principal export of Urgalend. And this one?”

“I believe that is a kind of curtain fig, my lord.”

And so it went on, plant by plant and bird by bird. Zerafin proved a good resource. Cliopher and Commander Omo walked a few steps behind, listening to the conversation—for conversation it was, Zerafin getting over his shyness as his Radiancy continued to ask enthusiastic questions. 

“He must have been bored half out of his mind,” Commander Omo murmured very quietly.

“Do you think so?”

Commander Omo shrugged. They ambled along behind his Radiancy, who was not setting a fast pace, being too engaged in looking at various flora and fauna as they came to them. Cliopher watched, and thought again of the intricate schedule of the Palace—that same schedule whose rhythms he, who was free to leave it if he chose, enjoyed—sometimes even loved—and the man at the centre who could neither touch nor be touched, whose life was entirely bound, who no longer knew who he was when those bindings were relaxed. 

Bored? he wondered: and then he saw his Radiancy turn his head to follow the flight of a brilliant blue butterfly, with such obvious pleasure that Cliopher’s heart nearly stopped with pity. 

“I think you may be right,” he murmured back. 

Commander Omo merely nodded, his face bland and blank as it ever was when he stood guard. He was a large man, his muscles perfectly developed, his features wide and uncompromising: stern, fearsomely moral, utterly loyal, not particularly intellectual, a warrior through and through. Of the four primary members of his Radiancy’s household, he had served the longest.

“I didn’t know your family were woodcarvers,” said Cliopher, who had always thought the commander came from one of the warrior clans of the Dairen mountains.

“I come from humble folk,” he replied. “Not something to boast of.”

***

[image: ]


THEY REACHED THE VILLAGE rather more than half an hour later. His Radiancy did not appear to have exhausted either his interest or Zerafin’s knowledge of the local jungle life, and had managed to impress Cliopher with his ability to identify products and producers of anything that was created out of bush material in the whole of Zunidh.

Or the whole of the old Empire, he realized, when Zerafin said something about mahogany and his Radiancy said, “The best mahogany used to come from Colhélhé: the Austrivans harvested it, at least until they got into some sort of imbroglio with the Otrese Archipelago in the Emperor Eritanyr’s day.”

“Is that so, my lord?” Zerafin said deferentially, and then the path opened up into a wide clearing filled with garden plots, and he added: “Shall I return to my post, my lord?”

His Radiancy looked momentarily disappointed. “Of course. On our next visit we shall learn about the garden plants. Now, Ludvic, we wanted ebony?”

Commander Omo stood forward. “Yes, my lord.”

“Cliopher, you will look for the Delanis family and see about their snorkelling masks.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

“We shall find this Eldoshi the woodcarver.”

“Very good, my lord,” said Commander Omo, saluting.

It was a small village, with perhaps a dozen houses in a cluster around a school and a spirit house. Cliopher supposed that there were a few more houses out of sight in the jungle. He could see no sign of a chief’s house; by far the most elaborately carved and painted buildings were the school, the spirit house, and a yam house placed pointedly between the two. 

They attracted attention, of course, but no one approached until they had come to the open space before the yam house. Zerafin and Varro squared their shoulders and looked sternly magnificent. The plain white kilt and gold-mounted spears proclaimed their status as Imperial Guards to those who knew the uniform, but it was fairly clear to Cliopher that the villagers were not among that number.

A dozen children appeared out of nowhere, followed by a half a dozen wary adults. His Radiancy smiled, again with frank charm, and most of the adults relaxed easily into welcome. “Good afternoon!” his Radiancy said, in the voice that did not sound more than conversational but which could carry to the far corners of a room—or through the open space of an Islander village.

“Good afternoon,” one of the younger men said, glancing at his compatriots and then standing forward. He bowed over folded hands, the gesture of respect to elders; hardly the deep bow that anyone would give a lord. “Welcome to our village, perioi.”

Perioi was an old Islander word that meant strangers, with the connotation of guests rather than enemies or foreigners. Cliopher’s eyebrows rose despite himself. His Radiancy was so obviously an aristocrat. 

“Thank you,” his Radiancy said, nodding politely. “We are staying at the house on the beach.” He gestured vaguely back to the path by which they had come.

“Yes, we know,” the speaker replied pleasantly. “Navikiani. This is Ikialo village.”

All of this was so far from the sort of behaviour that his Radiancy normally commanded that Cliopher was not really surprised to observe that his Radiancy didn’t seem to find it objectionable. His Radiancy appeared to have set himself to not being offended by ignorance, and since he was himself ignorant of all the variations of behaviour below that due himself, Cliopher supposed that anything short of obvious insolence would be met with serenity.

And it was not as if the speaker was being insolent, exactly. He was merely very politely acting as if he were the equal of any stranger to his village. Up to and including the Last Emperor of Astandalas.

There incognito, he reminded himself.

His Radiancy clasped his hands together. “It looks a lovely village. Are you the headman?”

Several people smiled; one woman laughed outright. The speaker was one of the ones who smiled, as he shook his head. “No, perio. We do not hold with chiefs. Lesuia island is home to the communes. I am Ikialo Speaker, when it is necessary, but in general we make our decisions together.”

“In council?”

“If a council can be made of the whole community, then yes.” 

That explained the positioning of the yam house, Cliopher thought, to show it was held by and for the whole village, not one person as chief over the rest.

“How fascinating. We shall have to speak further on your system of government, Ikialo Speaker.”

“I should be delighted,” said Ikialo Speaker, “but if you did not already know, surely you did not come for that purpose?”

“Ah, yes, we came for two things. Well, three; we were interested in seeing the way of life here. We were told that the Delanis might be able to help us with snorkelling masks, and that we should talk to someone named Eldoshi about wood.”

The Speaker exchanged a look with a woman in her early thirties or so. She stepped forward and bowed over her hands. She was pretty, her skin a richer brown than most of the Ikialo villagers’. She wore her hair in a high pouf caught with carved shell combs, a style Cliopher recognized as coming from the western Vangavaye-ve, as had the bright floral print of her sarong. “I am Aya inDovo Delanis,” she said. “To whom shall I speak?”

Her voice was lightly accented, sounding to Cliopher’s ears much like his beloved grandmother’s. His Radiancy made a gesture, and he stood forward, bowing slightly in the Islander fashion, palm over fist. 

“I am Cliopher Mdang. Of Gorjo City,” he added, though that was probably unnecessary; Gorjo City was full of Mdangs. He had not given the traditional introduction, but then again she had not asked the traditional question. He sighed inwardly, face outwardly court-polite, as she regarded him solemnly.

His skin was much the same colour as hers, and his features proclaimed his ancestry. Yet he wore his hair cropped close in the ancient tradition of the Imperial Secretariat’s inner hierarchies, and his accent was Solaaran overlaying Gorjo City. 

Give him a three-tiered parasol and red-ochre robes and the right hat (as he wore on formal occasions), and he could have walked into any illustration of the Private Secretary of the past two thousand years. 

Except none of them showed a Wide Sea Islander.

And he ought to have said—well, even in the Outer Ring one did not always use the forms out of the old stories. People had indulged him when he was a boy and full of the Lays, but those traditions were kept for traditional feasts nowadays.

Aya inDovo Delanis smiled brightly. “You honour our village. Come with me and we shall see what we can do for you.”

Cliopher half-bowed to his Radiancy, who appeared to approve, and followed the woman out of the open area and past the spirit house. 

As she led him to a substantial house on the edge of the village, she said, “You have been here for three days, have you not? We have been wondering when we might be seeing those who had rented Navikiani. We were thinking perhaps you were of a different tradition, and that we should come to you first, but of course, Sayo Cliopher, you are wontok, you know our customs. What is your relation to Aurenia inDaina of Loaloa?”

“My grandmother,” he said, and mentally kicked himself for forgetting the Outer Ring custom of the stranger approaching the locals first. Three days was nearly at the outside edge of discourtesy.

“I thought you must be! She was my great-grandmother’s sister. You are twice welcome to our village.”

“Thank you,” he said, bemused.

“When you come again we must be sure to share our family’s doings. Now, you were wanting some snorkelling equipment?”

“I mentioned to ... my lord ... that people of the Western Vangavaye-ve use them, and when we asked the cook whether she knew of anywhere we could obtain them she said the Delanis might, as their son had married a westerner.”

“Which would be me,” Aya said, laughing and going to a stout basket set under the overhang of her house. “I have two sets of masks and fins, which you are welcome to borrow, hani.”

“Thank you,” he replied formally. Hani was kinsman, and more than kinsman; it was an expression that they did not only speak the same language, come of the same people (that was wontok), but that they shared the same blood. If he had great need, he could call on her; and if she had great need, she could call on him. 

He felt a little dizzy with the sudden thrust into familial affiliations and alliances. It was as shifting and occasionally treacherous a sea as the court, but he had spent his lifetime in those waters, not these. This was the stuff his relatives wrote to him about. He suppressed a smile at the thought. Totally uninterested in his work they might be, but his cousins and aunts and more cousins and uncles and even more cousins (the joke went that there was always another Mdang) never failed to tell him all the gossip.

Aya passed him the basket. He peeked inside to see bundles of bamboo and glass and rubber. “This is much appreciated. We did not come entirely prepared for so retired a spot.”

“You would not be the first one to make that mistake,” she said, laughing again. “I like it now, but I was a bit taken-aback when I first came with my Jiano, let me tell you. I kept going to Gorjo City for books and things.”

“And now?”

“Now I write my own, and send them back to be published!”

“I should like to read them,” he said, being polite but meaning it. Aya had such an infectiously merry laugh that his heart was lifting, and he was sure any books she wrote would be as delightful and delighted as she. 

“I will bring you some when Balgo comes back with the new shipment,” she promised. “He went to Gorjo City yesterday for the trading market, he will be back in a few days or a week.” 

“A very relaxed pace of life,” he observed, hefting the basket, which was bulky but not very heavy. 

“I used to work in the provincial treasury. That took some getting used to—then I came here and was thrown back into people saying, ‘Oh, tomorrow,’ when they mean, ‘Whenever I feel like it.’ But it has to be said life is more fun.” 

He chuckled, but he was thinking of his Radiancy pacing up and down the verandah. 

They turned to go back to the centre of the village. Cliopher could see a small crowd gathered around his Radiancy; Varro and Zerafin’s spears stood up gleaming out of the throng. Aya touched him lightly on the sleeve before they came quite within earshot.

“Hani,” she said, “does he have a name we may know?”

Cliopher did not need to ask whom she meant. “It is better we do not say it.”

She bit her lip, looking displeased. 

“Hanë,” he added, surprising himself with his own earnestness, “he is a high one of the court, looking for some time away from the bells, and to forget who he is for a while. Will you let him?”

“It is not as if we would know anyone from so far away.”

Cliopher did not say that there was one name they would know, no matter how remote a village it was. He shrugged apologetically. “I am bidden not to say. Perhaps he will tell you later.”

Aya frowned a moment longer, then accepted the prevarication with a shrug. “Come, hani, we will go around to see what nonsense Eldoshi is spinning now. He’s a troublemaker, that one.”

A troublemaker he might be, and obviously someone who thought himself a hard bargainer. Cliopher only had to watch for a couple of moments before he saw what was going on: Commander Omo had made some sort of blunt and reasonable request for a few scrap pieces of ebony and a carving knife, and the carver was acting as if the foreigner were trying to winkle his life savings out of him. Commander Omo did not appear to have the experience necessary for the sort of haggling that was going on, and was starting to look exasperated. 

Cliopher tried to catch what the sticking point was, but before he felt he had enough of a handle on things to intervene—for understanding was not the same as successfully undertaking—his Radiancy stepped forward.

Eldoshi was sitting on the raised platform his house was built on, industriously pretending to be busy. He was a scrawny man with a big belly, evidence of too much beer and not enough exercise or good food. The carvings on the poles of his house and on the various unfinished pieces set behind him were of fine quality, no doubt what gave him the confidence and the arrogance to look so insolently at the foreigners.

“What kind of business do you think I am running, that I should just give you, a foreigner no less, the materials to set up as my rival?”

Commander Omo opened his mouth, then glanced at his Radiancy, who had made a gesture Cliopher couldn’t quite see, and subsided.

“I think you are exaggerating, woodcarver.”

“Exaggerating? Me?” Eldoshi banged his chest. “This is my blood, my sweat, my livelihood!”

His Radiancy raised one eyebrow. “Ludvic has asked you for a few scraps and a carving knife. If you think he could set up as your rival with that, well, perhaps you should rethink your business model.”

Someone in the crowd snickered. Eldoshi himself gaped, before sitting up more straightly. “What do you mean, my lord?”

His Radiancy ignored the sarcasm. “Now, Ludvic’s grandfather did win the Iliorno Prize for Shaping, and his great-grandfather was among those who carved the Prince of Southern Dair’s great decorated palace roof, and his great-great-grandfather was responsible for the famous Tower of the Birds, but since he went for the guards instead of the family business, I do not think you need concern yourself overmuch over what he might do with a few pieces of ebony such as those by your right foot.”

Eldoshi put his hand on them as if to shove them away. His Radiancy smiled very sardonically, and the woodcarver froze.

“However,” said his Radiancy, as if the thought had just come to him, “it is your livelihood we are speaking of, and it is not right that we should presume upon your kindness to such an extent. Let me see ... yes. It appears to me you have no shaman or wizard of the village, is that correct?”

He looked to Ikialo Speaker, who was grimacing ferociously but did manage to nod.

“I am a wizard. I will perform such small magics as your village requires in return for the wood and the knife that my—guard requires.”

Cliopher wondered if he was the only one who caught that hesitation, and what his Radiancy had almost said instead. 

Eldoshi swallowed hard, obviously seeing how he was outmanoeuvred but also unsure about what to do. Cliopher almost felt sorry for him. The mockery and debt he would incur to his fellow villagers would not fade quickly. 

“It is only a few scrap pieces, and I have many knives. I cannot possibly accept your terms, my lord.”

“No, no, I am afraid I must insist. It is your livelihood we trespass upon, and I should not like anyone to say that we did not give a fair price for aught.”

Eldoshi winced visibly. “It is possible I was overzealous ...”

“It is important to guard one’s dignity,” his Radiancy said with such blandness that Cliopher had to look at him twice to make sure his face was as serene as ever it was in court. “Thank you, Eldoshi; we shall, I am sure, remember this for a long time. Now, Ikialo Speaker ... what might I do for your village?”
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Chapter Eight
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THEY LEFT IKIALO VILLAGE with the basket of snorkelling equipment, a string bag of wood chunks, another bag of fruit for the cook, and a rather satisfied Serene and Radiant Holiness, who had spent half an hour performing the most basic of minor charms with an utterly straight face. 

It was probably quite useful for the village to have the spring deemed clean and clear, the houses protected against fire, the garden plots encouraged into healthful bounty, and the spirit house returned to its full potency. There was, Cliopher had noted, a small shrine to his Radiancy tucked in the corner of the spirit house. He was reassured that despite the communist principles it was well-tended, the flowers and offerings fresh and plentiful.

“Do you know why our house is called Navikiani, Cliopher?” his Radiancy asked as they left the gardens for the cool jungles again.

Cliopher brought to mind the old stories his great-uncle had taught him. “Nava is a meeting-place. It can be both a place where meetings are held, like where we met the villagers in front of the yam house, or it can commemorate a place where a famous meeting occurred. Navikiani would be the ‘Meeting-Place of Iki and Ani’.”

He thought for a moment. “I’m not sure who Iki is—a local name. Perhaps it is their name for Vou’a. Ani is the Mother of Islands—all the islands of the Wide Seas. She is the ancestor of all the Islanders. Her son was Vonou’a, the first of the seafarers, the Wayfinders. It’s said that when he first set sail over the horizon, her heart broke in two. She set the two pieces in the sky to show him the way home, the Sun and the Moon. The  lament she sang for his going was the first song.”

He looked ahead to the shafts of sun spotting the path here and there ahead of them. “Her song was so powerful that Vou’a, that is, the god of mystery, lifted the earth from the sea and gave her a place to stand on. She didn’t know who this god was, so she walked along the sands until she found the place where he was waiting for her.”

He realized he had slowed his steps to match his words, the cadences jarring with the passages from the Lays he ought to have been singing. He cleared his throat awkwardly.

“She sang all her dreams of her son’s far-away adventures, singing her grief for his going and her hope for his return. She came walking down the shore of this new land, the first of the islands, and found the place where Vou’a was waiting for her. It was the most beautiful place of all.”

He wished he could tell the story the way Buru Tovo told it. It had been so long since he had been home for the Singing of the Waters, when the Lays were sung in their entirety. It was not at all the same to read them over in his rooms at the Palace.

“It was sunrise when she came to the beach where he was waiting. She sang her lament again, and Vou’a called to her, said to her that he had gone to the underworld and brought it to the surface of the sea, to show to her that her son was still alive, that Vonou’a had not perished on the far side of the horizon. And when she listened to him she looked far over the sea, against the rising sun, and she saw the sail of her son’s ship coming home.”

“It is a lovely story,” his Radiancy observed.

He made a rueful grimace. “My mother sang the lament when I left for Astandalas.”

“Is there no song of homecoming?”

“In the stories,” he said, looking after some small bird flashing iridescent-black across the path to hide his face.

***
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THE RETURN JOURNEY took them much closer to the promised half an hour. When they arrived at the beach, his Radiancy paused a moment while their eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight to survey the view.

They stood at one horn of the crescent. The beach swept off to their left towards Navikiani, from here a pleasingly asymmetrical conglomeration of shapes tucked into its gardens and the edge of the jungle. Straight ahead of them the beach curved back to another point, edged by the great figs and a fringe of coconut palms and Tolouan pines. At the very tip of the other horn was a dark spot, which Cliopher, thinking back to the view from Bertie’s yacht, remembered was a large stone outcropping.

His Radiancy regarded this for some time, expression impenetrably serene as ever, and then he said: “It could well be the most beautiful place in creation, where Vou’a waited for Ani.”

His brisk stride faltered slightly when he turned onto the softer dry sand, as if he’d not realized there would be a change of texture underfoot. 

And perhaps he hadn’t, Cliopher thought, watching as Conju pushed open the verandah door to meet them, and his Radiancy stepped onto the stairs and stamped his feet to brush off the sand. He had to keep reminding himself how very limited his Radiancy’s experience outside of Palace life was.

“We did, thank you,” his Radiancy said in reply to something Conju had said. “It is always most satisfying to thwart self-important fools.”

***

[image: ]


THE GUARDS CHANGED over to Pikabe and Ato. Ser Rhodin came out into the main room, glancing often between Commander Omo and his Radiancy as he did so, as if concerned either of them might send him back to the other guards. He was not challenged; indeed, his Radiancy gestured him over to where he was seated across the brazier from Cliopher.

“What did you do while we were gone?”

Ser Rhodin tried visibly not to gape. If they never asked his Radiancy personal questions, well, rarely did his Radiancy ask any of them. He saluted. “I led the other guards in our exercises, my lord.”

“Is there a suitable yard to the back of the house?”

Ser Rhodin glanced at Commander Omo, once more standing impassively at the verandah door. “We took the opportunity of your lordship’s absence to do so on the beach, my lord.” 

“I do not object to observing my guards at their work,” said his Radiancy, with a slight smile. “Pray continue to exercise wherever is most convenient.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





